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Abstract 
Management consulting is one of the younger disciplines of academic research, 
and since the 1990s, interest in the discipline has exploded, underscored by the 
continued growth in demand for consulting knowledge worldwide and the 
continuing influence of management consultants on client organisations and even 
society as a whole.  This growing interest in the ‘prophets who profit’ and their 
expert knowledge calls for greater empirical understanding of the management 
consulting discipline.  In particular, there is a requirement to build understanding of 
the function of knowledge in consulting practice, which is what this thesis seeks to 
address. 
In contrast to the growth in the consulting industry, theory development and 
research into management consulting has been complicated by several challenges. 
These have included issues with delineating the field and defining who a 
management consultant is (Schein, 1999; Lundberg, 1997), as well as difficulties 
with gaining access to consulting engagements to research  (Nikolova, Reihlen & 
Schlapfner, 2009; Sturdy, Clark, Fincham & Handley, 2009a).   
Despite these impediments, more research on management consulting is 
required, particularly of ‘longitudinal studies which examine clients and consultants 
working together in action’ (Sturdy et al., 2009a, p.35).  The interactions between 
consultants and clients also need to be studied further, as it is through participation 
in consulting engagements that problem solving, learning and change are assumed 
to occur (Nikolova et al., 2009; Kykyri, Puutio & Wahlstrom, 2007; Christensen & 
Klyver, 2006; Handley, Clark, Fincham & Sturdy, 2007; Gluckler & Armbruster, 
2003; Lahti & Beyerlein, 2000). 
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Similarly, the processes underlying knowledge movement in consulting 
engagements require further empirical understanding; a requirement supported by 
calls from the knowledge management discipline that have problematised the 
indiscriminate reference to transfer for all inter- and intra-organisational knowledge 
movement processes.  Transfer has been labelled an ‘impoverished  metaphor’ 
(Bechky, 2003, p.313) and studies of knowledge stickiness (Szulanski & Cappetta, 
2003; Szulanski 2000; Brown & Duguid, 1991) and absorptive capacity (Cohen & 
Levinthal, 1990), for instance, have shown that achieving successful knowledge 
transfer is challenging. 
Numerous studies within a social learning perspective have also directed 
attention to the influence of role identity on the knowledge shaping processes and 
outcomes of consulting engagements, by acknowledging that engagement 
participants establish and maintain their role identity as consultants and clients 
through participating in consulting engagements, thereby influencing their practices 
outside the engagement context.  While this interplay has been conceptualised 
theoretically (see Handley et al., 2007) the influence of identity shaping on 
knowledge shaping needs to be empirically investigated within a consulting 
context.   
In addition, within a consulting context, there is a further requirement to build 
understanding of how clients use engagement knowledge in their organisations.  
Most studies that have attempted to describe client participation in consulting 
engagements have not looked beyond the end of the formal engagement – the go 
live point or handover of report – to the issues faced by clients in applying 
knowledge from consulting engagements to their organisations (Kipping & Clark, 
2012; Collins, 2004).   
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To address these gaps, this thesis investigated how knowledge boundaries 
(Carlile, 2002; 2004) enact and influence the shaping of knowing (Orlikowski, 2002) 
between management consultants and clients as part of the consulting process. 
The study’s philosophical departure point was from a critical realist perspective as 
a means of studying the emergent processes (May, 2001) of how consultants and 
clients acquire, shape and use knowledge during and after consulting 
engagements.  Critical realism also acknowledges the role of language and 
individual experience, while at the same time taking cognisance of the interplay 
between human agency and social structuring (Reed, 2009) through which the 
consultant-client relationship is enacted.  It also enables the investigation of the 
generative mechanisms (May, 2001) underlying the shaping of knowing in 
consulting engagements.   
Three stages of a consulting engagement were considered, namely pre-
engagement, engagement and post-engagement.  A processual and longitudinal 
research design was employed to capture rich data related to the ways in which 
management consultants and their clients identify and bridge perceived knowledge 
boundaries.  Data was obtained from nine different consulting engagements as 
well as from the post-engagement experiences of six individual clients tasked with 
applying knowledge from consulting engagements within their organisations.  Data 
was analysed thematically. 
Knowing (Orlikowski, 2002) was incorporated as a key concept, as it refers to 
knowledge-in-use and helps to explain how knowledge is made actionable in client 
organisations following the formal end of consulting engagements.  Knowing also 
turns the focus to a timeframe beyond the immediate end of the engagement, 
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which is typically the point at which engagement success and outcomes are 
assessed but has been shown to be problematic (Soderlund, 2010; Bresnen, 
Goussevskaia & Swan, 2004).  Similar, the study focused on knowledge shaping 
as opposed to transfer or flows as a means to better encapsulate the dynamic 
nature and interactional aspect of knowledge movement processes in a consulting 
context, thereby acknowledging participation by both consultants and clients.   
The study was therefore focused on answering two Research Questions:   
RQ1: How do consultants and clients shape knowing? 
RQ2: How do clients enact their knowing post-engagement?  
At a theoretical level, this study yielded three main insights that contribute to 
knowledge of management consulting, knowledge shaping in consulting 
engagements and client knowing.  First, knowledge shaping activities are planned 
and enacted to support novelty reduction in consulting engagements; second, 
asymmetries in the structuring of the consultant–client relationship hamper 
knowledge transformation and the establishment of knowing; and third, an 
understanding of how the role identities of consultants and clients are established 
and maintained over the course of an engagement is integral to understanding 
knowledge shaping in consulting engagements.  This thesis drew on Carlile’s 
(2004) conceptualisation of knowledge boundary bridging processes – transfer, 
translate and transform – to investigate knowledge shaping in consulting 
engagements.  The study found that these processes do not sufficiently explain the 
establishment of client knowing and has identified a fourth process – brokering – to 
enrich understanding of knowledge shaping behaviours in consulting 
engagements. 
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Despite impediments to knowledge shaping in engagements and 
asymmetries in the consultant–client relationship, this study establishes that the 
knowing client emerges over the course of a consulting engagement.  Knowing is 
identified as being multi-layered and the concept of tacit knowing is introduced as 
an additional means through which clients use engagement knowledge in their 
organisations.  Tacit knowing refers to knowing that resides in the act of doing, 
rather than being essentially analytical or cognitive (Day, 2005).  Three types of 
tacit knowing are identified in this study, namely thinking differently, asking different 
questions and adopting a new lexicon.   
Drawing on a synthesis of findings across the three studies, the thesis 
proposes a theoretical reconceptualisation of knowledge shaping in consulting 
engagements which incorporates how the knowing client is enacted.     
The thesis makes a contribution to knowledge by adding identity shaping as a 
dimension that must be considered in the theorising of knowledge shaping and 
knowledge boundaries.  It contributes to understanding of the consulting process, 
the role of knowledge in consulting, and the knowledge management discipline by 
providing a better insight into consultant–client knowledge shaping interactions 
over the course of a consulting engagement, as well as into the client experience 
of using knowledge from a consulting engagement within the organisational 
context.   
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
Academic research interest in the management consulting discipline has increased 
markedly since the 1990s.  The interest in the ‘prophets who profit’ and their expert 
knowledge highlights a requirement for greater empirical understanding of the 
management consulting discipline, which is what this thesis aims to accomplish. 
Chapter 1 outlines the research focus of this thesis as well as the research 
questions that the thesis seeks to address.  It situates the thesis within a growing 
interest in the field of management consulting research, particularly related to 
knowledge co-creation in the consultant-client relationship.  The impact of 
consultant–client interactions on knowledge shaping during engagements, and how 
clients use engagement knowledge post-engagement, are also under-researched 
areas.  The chapter presents an overview of the methodology employed for the 
research and provides an outline of the thesis to show how the research questions 
are answered. 
Chapter 2 provides a critical review of the literature on knowledge shaping in 
the consultant–client relationship.  It illuminates aspects requiring further research 
and shows how these led to the formulation of the research questions for this 
study. 
NEED FOR ACADEMIC RESEARCH OF MANAGEMENT CONSULTING  
Management consulting is one of the younger disciplines of academic research, 
emerging as an area for scholarly investigation in its own right only since the 1990s 
(Mohe & Seidl, 2011; Gluckler & Armbruster, 2003; Lundberg, 1997).  Since the 
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1990s, interest in the discipline has exploded (Muzio, Kirkpatrick & Kipping, 2011), 
underscored by the continued growth in demand for consulting knowledge 
worldwide and the continuing influence of management consultants on client 
organisations (Sturdy, 2011; Sturdy, Handley, Clark & Fincham, 2009b; Kitay & 
Wright, 2003) and even on society as a whole (Kipping & Clark, 2012).  In 2009 the 
Management Consultants’ Association (MCA), the UK consulting industry body, 
estimated the worldwide consultancy market to be worth over US $100bn (MCA, 
2009) and until the impact of the global financial crisis in 2008, the industry grew 
faster than many developing economies (Kipping & Clark, 2012) with a steady 
cumulative average growth rate (CAGR) of 7.8% (Kennedy Information Group, 
2009).  The Australian consulting industry reported revenues of AUD $8bn in 2012 
(IBIS World, 2012), was growing at a rate of 4.2% p.a. and employed more than 
35,000 individuals.  This continued deference to the ‘prophets who profit’ (Collins, 
2006, p.139) would indicate that management consultants are regarded and even 
revered for their expert knowledge. 
In contrast to the growth in the consulting industry, theory development and 
research into management consulting has been complicated by several challenges.  
In its broadest sense, the term management consultant can be applied to any 
individual who advises the management of an organisation on strategic or 
operational issues (Schein, 1999; Lundberg, 1997), making it tricky to delineate the 
area of study.  Given the issues with formally defining the term, for the purposes of 
this study, management consultant will refer to individuals who are paid to advise 
an organisation about business practices by drawing on structured approaches 
involving face-to-face interaction with clients and using specific knowledge bases – 
whether own experience or linked to a consultancy’s knowledge store.  
Researchers also find it challenging to gain access to consulting 
engagements, citing reasons such as the commercial in-confidence nature of 
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engagement content (Nikolova, Reihlen & Schlapfner, 2009; Sturdy, Werr & 
Buono, 2009c), the supposed proprietary nature of consulting knowledge (Nikolova 
et al., 2009;) and sensitivities surrounding the consultant–client relationship 
(Puutio, Kykyri & Wahlstrom, 2008).  Consultants are also schooled in positive self-
representation, making it reasonable to assume that much of the information 
presented through interviews would have a positive representation bias (Sturdy, et 
al., 2007).   
Despite these impediments, more research on management consulting is 
required, for instance to develop theoretical frameworks (Mohe & Seidl, 2011; 
Buono, 2002) and undertake ‘longitudinal studies which examine clients and 
consultants working together in action’ (Sturdy et al., 2009b, p.35).  In particular, 
the interactions between consultants and clients require further investigation, as it 
is in this interaction that problem solving, learning and change are assumed to 
occur (Nikolova et al., 2009; Kykyri, Puutio & Wahlstrom, 2007; Christensen & 
Klyver, 2006; Handley, Sturdy, Fincham & Clark, 2006; Gluckler & Armbruster, 
2003; Lahti & Beyerlein, 2000).  This suggested requirement for further research is 
reinforced by researchers into consulting such as Kipping & Clark (2012) and 
Sturdy (2012; 2009), as well as by anecdotal evidence from the industry and the 
author’s own experience as reflected elsewhere in this chapter.  
RESEARCH FOCUS 
This thesis investigates how client knowing is established by focusing on the 
knowledge shaping interactions between consultants and clients over the course of 
a consulting engagement.  Three stages of a consulting engagement are 
considered, namely pre-engagement, engagement and post-engagement.  A 
processual and longitudinal research design is employed to capture rich data 
related to the ways in which management consultants and their clients identify and 
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bridge perceived knowledge boundaries.  Data is obtained from nine different 
consulting engagements as well as from the post-engagement experiences of six 
individual clients tasked with applying knowledge from consulting engagements 
within their organisations. 
The thesis makes a contribution to knowledge by adding identity shaping as a 
dimension that must be considered in the theorising of knowledge shaping and 
knowledge boundaries.  It contributes to understanding of consulting process, the 
role of knowledge in consulting, and an understanding of the knowledge 
management discipline by providing a better insight into consultant–client 
knowledge shaping interactions over the course of a consulting engagement, as 
well as the client experience of using knowledge from a consulting engagement 
within the organisational context.   
On a personal level, the thesis represents the boundary-crossing journey of 
the researcher from management consultant and practitioner, to researcher and 
academic.  The next section provides a first-person account of the researcher’s 
experience as management consultant and how questions arising from her 
engagement experiences support the focus of this study.    
Influence of the researcher’s experience as management consultant on 
the research focus 
My interest in this research project stems from my work experiences as a 
management consultant working for two of the then ‘Big Five’ consultancies – 
Deloitte and Cap Gemini – and several smaller niche consultancies in New 
Zealand, South Africa and Australia.  My experiences covered both small- and 
large-scale organisational change projects and focused on assisting clients with 
planning and undertaking organisational change journeys involving and impacting 
from two individuals to thousands of staff within the client organisation.  My work 
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spanned many industries such as telecommunications, manufacturing, Defence, 
IS/IT (Information Systems/Information Technology) and FMCG (fast-moving 
consumer goods). 
This client journey typically took place within a contained project team 
context, where key representatives from the client organisation (or ‘the business’ as 
they are commonly referred to by consultants) were co-opted for the duration of the 
project or engagement to assist the consultants.  Ad hoc representatives from the 
client organisation would also join the project team for structured consultant–client 
interaction sessions.  These sessions – such as workshops – provided an 
opportunity for consultants and client participants to exchange ideas and work 
through problems to find answers and solutions that would ‘add value’ to the client 
organisation and achieve the desired deliverables and outcomes as articulated at 
the start of each engagement.  In formal consulting engagements, the expected 
outcomes and deliverables would be clearly articulated in documents such as a 
Terms of Reference.   
The approach to the workshops and the content to be addressed were 
typically a combination of the management consultancy’s own body of knowledge 
and delivery methods, encapsulated as deliverable templates and methodologies.  
These would be adapted by consultants based on their individual experience and 
understanding of the client’s organisational context and problem.  In this role, I 
found myself drawing on a variety of knowledge domains including the 
consultancy’s methodologies and templates; my experience from delivering 
previous consulting engagements (often referred to as lessons learnt); my formal 
education – most notably the MBA; and my previous work experience in general 
corporate roles.   
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While the experience of taking clients on this journey to change was a 
positive encounter, it was unsatisfactory that, as consultant, I had to leave the 
client organisation at a pre-determined point, typically referred to as go live in the 
case of IT implementations, or report handover  in the case of a more advisory 
project.  Very seldom did I get an opportunity to observe how the client project 
team members were incorporating the new ideas back into their business-as-usual 
(BAU) environment, away from the contained project team space, after the end of 
the engagement.  Ad hoc client feedback to the consultancy clearly indicated that 
clients did not always implement the new ideas and changes as had been 
discussed and seemingly agreed to in the workshops.   
Clients often stated after the engagements that they had not ‘learnt anything 
new’ from their involvement in the consulting engagement, and that the findings 
and recommendations merely confirmed issues and problems they already knew 
existed.  Clients would often indicate a sense of disappointment and dissatisfaction 
at the outcomes of the consulting engagement.   
In response to this client feedback, the consultancy would devote time to 
lessons-learnt sessions with the consultants to try to tease out where the 
engagement went wrong and how to avoid this in future engagements.  Ironically, 
we seemed to repeat similar issues with the next client.  The typical consultancy 
response would be: ‘The engagement did not achieve its outcomes because the 
client changed their mind halfway through the project’, or ‘The engagement was not  
successful because the client did not have clear expectations of outcomes at the 
outset’, or ‘The client organisation was not mature enough to implement a project 
of this nature’.  Interestingly, the relevance of the knowledge delivered to the client 
organisation and the approach taken to delivery was not placed under scrutiny.   
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This was of particular interest since very often, particularly in the case of ‘Big 
5’ consultancies, the transfer of this expert consulting knowledge to a client was 
incorporated into the consultancy’s sales proposition.  While consultancies called 
this by different names, for instance capacity building or capability development 
(Deloitte), development of organisational talent (PWC), or ‘learn by doing’ approach 
(Accenture), the implication was similar: setting the expectation that clients would 
gain new knowledge from the engagement which they would be able to transfer 
and use in the organisation.   
While instances of clients changing their minds and client organisations not 
being ready to implement projects certainly did occur, my sense was also that 
some of the clues to these apparent disappointing project outcomes and client 
dissatisfaction could be found in the engagement process itself, as it unfolded 
during the engagement.  I also thought it necessary to gain more insight into how 
clients experienced the day-to-day reality of applying the new ideas from the 
consulting engagements in their organisations.  I believed that undertaking the 
research for this thesis would allow me to study this issue in greater detail and from 
an empirical vantage point.     
Consultant–client knowledge shaping insufficiently represented in 
existing consulting research 
It has been well established that consulting companies have styled themselves as 
Knowledge Intensive Firms (KIFs) (Alvesson, 2004; 1993), and developed their 
claims to expert knowledge into a specific product offering and a means to 
generate economic value (Pellegrin-Boucher, 2006; Nippa & Petzold, 2004).  
Numerous studies have focused on the inner workings of consultancies (see for 
instance studies by Anand, Gardner & Morris, 2007; Fosstenlokken, Lowendahl & 
Revang, 2003; Lowendahl, Revang & Fosstenlokken, 2001) and how the global 
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consultancies create, store and re-use knowledge (Ambos & Schlegelmilch, 2009; 
Werr & Stjernberg, 2003; Buono, 2001).  However, the existing empirical literature 
on knowledge movement  – how knowledge is created, disseminated and used – in 
consulting engagements and consultant–client interactions, is relatively sparse (for 
exceptions see Sturdy et al., 2009b; Fincham, Clark, Handley & Sturdy, 2008; 
Czarniawksa, 2001) and requires further investigation.  Management consultants 
represent one of the four main disseminator groups of management knowledge 
(Abrahamson, 1996) – along with gurus, the mainstream media and business 
schools.  Several studies have therefore addressed consulting practice from the 
perspective of the knowledge being disseminated to client organisations and 
investigated management consultants in the role of knowledge disseminators 
(Sturdy et al., 2009b; Kipping & Engwall, 2002), knowledge brokers (Wenger, 
2003; Buono, 2002) and knowledge arbiters (Semadeni, 2001) to client 
organisations.   
While consultants have long been regarded as the keepers of expert 
knowledge, holding sway over a body of re-usable knowledge that is sold to clients, 
several researchers have called the validity of this assumption into question (such 
as Christensen & Klyver, 2006; Sorge & Van Witteloostuijn, 2004).  Recent studies 
have shown that at best consultants provide clients with industry or sector 
knowledge (Richter & Niewiem, 2009; Fincham et al., 2008).  Others assert that the 
content of consulting knowledge is mostly of symbolic value, residing in the value 
of the expert (Curnow & Reuvid, 2003, p.18; Kitay & Wright, 2003; Morris, 2001) 
and enacted by the consulting performance (Fincham et al., 2008; Clark & 
Salaman, 1998).  Numerous studies investigating consulting from a performative 
perspective have concluded that the appearance of knowledgeability (or expertise) 
is as important for a consultant’s credibility as the knowledge content (Czarniawska 
& Mazza, 2003; Berglund & Werr, 2000; Clark, 1995).   
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More recent research has moved away from studying consultant expertise to 
a focus on the role of the client within the consulting process (see for instance the 
Special Issue of the Scandinavian Journal of Management edited by Sturdy et al., 
2009c) as well as the importance of consultant–client interaction to the successful 
outcomes of a consulting engagement (Nikolova et al., 2009).  While such studies 
have elaborated on the consultant–client relationship, for instance pointing out that 
there are multiple clients and diverse client interests within a typical consulting 
engagement (Alvesson, Karreman, Sturdy & Handley, 2009; Honer & Mohe, 2009) 
and that clients can actively partner with consultants during the engagements 
(Sturdy & Wright, 2011; Ben-Gal & Tzafrir, 2011; Sturdy et al., 2009c), there still 
remains a need to investigate the creation, dissemination and application of 
knowledge within the consulting engagement context. 
Further, earlier studies of knowledge movement in consulting contexts took 
an object view of knowledge, depicting the consultant as provider of expert 
knowledge in the form of a solution or deliverable, and the client as passive 
recipient (Nikolova et al., 2009; Clark & Fincham, 2002).  Recent studies of 
organisational knowledge movement have, however, adopted a more 
constructionist view and incorporated social learning theories, viewing knowledge 
not as a discrete object, but as linguistically enacted and subject to interpretation 
and meaning-making between the parties involved (Handley, Clark, Fincham & 
Sturdy, 2007).  These studies have also pointed out that the actual processes 
underlying the acquisition, storage, retention and usage of knowledge in 
organisations are not well understood.  In this context, a process is defined as a 
series of events drawing on a story or narrative to explain the temporal order and 
sequence of changes (Van de Ven, 2007).  The processes underlying knowledge 
movement in consulting engagements requires further empirical understanding, as 
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this context incorporates project-related factors such as deliverables, expected 
outcomes, methodology and knowledge re-use. 
The social learning perspective (Handley et al., 2006; 2007) has also directed 
attention to the influence of role identity on the knowledge shaping processes and 
outcomes of consulting engagements, by acknowledging that engagement 
participants shape their role identity as consultants and clients through participating 
in consulting engagements and applying this knowledge in their practice.  While 
this interplay has been conceptualised theoretically (see Handley et al., 2006) the 
influence of identity shaping on knowledge movement has received limited 
empirical investigation within a consulting context. 
The requirement from a consulting context to better understand knowledge 
movement processes has been supported by calls from the knowledge 
management discipline that have problematised the indiscriminate reference to 
transfer for all inter- and intra-organisational knowledge movement processes.  
Transfer has been labelled an ‘impoverished  metaphor’ (Bechky, 2003, p.313) and 
studies of knowledge stickiness (Szulanski & Cappetta, 2003; Szulanski 2000; 
Brown & Duguid, 1991) and absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990), for 
instance, have shown that achieving successful knowledge transfer is challenging.   
The limitations of the term transfer have been highlighted within the 
consulting literature as well, as the term does not adequately describe the complex, 
multiple processes of knowledge creation, dissemination and usage that more 
accurately reflect what happens during a project, particularly related to the 
interaction between consultants and clients (Hicks, Nair & Wilderom, 2009; 
Alvesson et al., 2009; Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008).  In response, researchers such 
as Sturdy et al. (2009a) have used the term knowledge flows.  While this does 
expand on transfer, it does not account for consultant–client interaction.  Therefore, 
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in this study, the term shaping is used to describe knowledge movement 
processes.  Reference to knowledge shaping as opposed to transfer or flows offers 
a way to better encapsulate the dynamic nature and interactional aspect of 
knowledge movement processes in a consulting context, acknowledging the 
involvement of both consultants and clients in its enactment.   
Using boundary theory to develop insights into the consultant–client 
relationship  
As is evident from the foregoing discussion, it has been recognised that while the 
facilitation of knowledge creation and use is important in the consultant–client 
relationship, there has been little empirical research on how knowledge creation 
and use is enacted in this relationship.  This is further exacerbated by the lack of a 
clear knowledge shaping theory in the management consultancy discipline.  This 
situation is not unique to management consulting and has been addressed in 
several other disciplines, such as that of knowledge management (Lahti & 
Beyerlein, 2000), project management, as well as organisation studies and 
management studies.  Recent studies in these disciplines (for instance, Alin, Taylor 
& Smeds, 2011; Reiche, 2011; Soderlund, 2010; Hong, Snell & Easterby-Smith; 
2009; Sapsed & Salter, 2004) have drawn on boundary theory to better understand 
knowledge shaping processes within organisations.  Boundaries in this context are 
not regarded as obstacles, but rather as essential mechanisms to usefully 
conceptualise how knowledge moves amongst different interactional and 
organisational contexts (Sturdy et al., 2009a).   
One of the most influential knowledge boundary frameworks being applied to 
management studies is that of Carlile’s (2002; 2004) 3T (Transfer-Translate-
Transform) framework.  The framework was developed within an innovation context 
to help explain the complexity of knowledge movement related to the development 
 12 Chapter 1: Introduction 
of new products and prototypes.  Carlile identifies three knowledge boundaries – 
syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic – that can only be bridged successfully by the 
application of three corresponding processes – transfer, translate and transform.  
One of the main contributions of the 3T framework is that it has shifted the 
emphasis to a process rather than an object-only view of knowledge movement.   
The 3T framework is multi-disciplinary and has been applied usefully to other 
contexts, such as knowledge transfer in the hotel industry (García-Almeida, 
Bernardo-Vilamitjana, Hormiga & Valls-Pasola, 2011); medical practice (Mork, 
Hoholm, Maaninen-Olsson & Aanestad, 2012); and project team environments 
(Ghobadi & D’Ambra, 2012; Soderlund, 2010).  In consulting research, Sturdy and 
colleagues (2009a) used it to inform their longitudinal study of three consulting 
engagements.  They identify a requirement for further insight into the actual 
processes supporting these knowledge boundaries, which presents an opportunity 
for further application of the 3T framework to a consulting context.      
Investigating client knowing post-engagement   
Most studies that have attempted to describe the client’s role during the consulting 
engagement have not looked beyond the end of the formal engagement – the go 
live point or handover of report – to the issues faced by clients in applying 
knowledge from consulting engagements to their organisations (Kipping & Clark, 
2012; Collins, 2004).  The limited studies that have addressed the post-
engagement situation found that clients take a recipe-book approach (Collins, 
2004) to implementing engagement knowledge by picking only the new ideas they 
deem useful.  Clients then adapt these ideas and apply the knowledge in a manner 
that suits their specific organisational context (Heusinkveld, Sturdy & Werr, 2011; 
Collins, 2004).   
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While the consulting client’s post-engagement experience has not been 
studied in detail, studies in the organisational development discipline indicate that it 
is usually after the formal end of an organisational change initiative, such as a 
consulting engagement, that participants have to address the realities of applying 
new knowledge in their organisations.  Caldwell (2003) illuminates this further by 
explaining that, while the importance of the change agent role in ensuring the 
successful application of knowledge in the organisation has been acknowledged, 
most studies have focused on the activities of senior leadership in transformational 
roles.  He therefore identifies a requirement to study the challenges faced by mid-
level managers and functional specialists, since they are most often tasked with 
embedding knowledge in organisations.  This is also true for the consulting context 
(Saka, 2003; Hartley, Benington & Binns, 1997), where the clients tasked with 
implementing engagement knowledge are typically mid-level managers, referred to 
as business owners, super-users or subject matter experts in the consulting 
lexicon.   
This requirement for greater theoretical understanding of clients’ post-
engagement experiences, as well as the factors that support and inhibit the use of 
engagement knowledge (Sturdy, Handley, Clark & Fincham, 2007), is addressed in 
this study by investigating client knowing (Orlikowski, 2002).  Knowing refers to 
knowledge-in-use and helps to explain how knowledge is made actionable in client 
organisations following the formal end of consulting engagements.  Knowing also 
turns the focus to a timeframe beyond the immediate end of the engagement, 
which is typically the point at which engagement success and outcomes are 
assessed.  However, as the implementation of new ideas take time, the value of 
assessing engagement success at the go live point has been questioned 
(Soderlund, 2010; Bresnen, Goussevskaia & Swan, 2004).  This study therefore 
considers how clients apply engagement knowledge to their working practices, 
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routines and day-to-day working activities in the weeks following the end of the 
engagement.        
RESEARCH PROBLEMS AND THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
As expounded in the previous section, the following issues requiring further 
investigation have been highlighted in the literature related to the topic of 
knowledge shaping and knowledge shaping processes over the course of 
consulting engagements:  
i. building theoretical and empirical understanding of consulting practice and 
how it is enacted through knowledge shaping activities in consulting 
engagements;   
ii. taking a more complex view of knowledge movement within consulting 
project contexts beyond the limiting notion of transfer; 
iii. illuminating the client’s role in co-creating knowledge and knowing in 
consulting engagements; 
iv. investigating the client’s approach to using engagement knowledge within 
the organisational context, with a specific focus on whether consulting 
engagements result in client knowing (knowledge-in-use);  
v. understanding consulting practice based on empirical study that combines 
interview accounts with the observation of day-to-day consulting practice.  
This research study aims to address the problems outlined above and in the 
process contribute to building knowledge in the areas of consulting process, the 
consultant–client relationship, knowledge management and boundary theory.  The 
research therefore addresses the following key questions:  
RQ1: How do consultants and clients shape knowing? 
RQ2: How do clients enact their knowing post-engagement?  
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Research objective 
The objective of the research is to gain an in-depth understanding of the 
knowledge shaping dynamics in consulting engagements by applying a boundary 
theory approach to illuminate the processes through which knowledge is shaped in 
contexts involving interaction between management consultants and clients.  It also 
aims to illuminate how clients apply ideas from the engagement in their 
organisations following the formal end of the consulting engagement.  The unit of 
analysis is the consulting engagement, incorporating both structured consultant–
client interaction events as well as the individual’s experience of being a participant 
– either as client or consultant – studied in the context of consulting engagement 
cases.  
Methodology  
The study takes an exploratory approach and aims to build on the ongoing 
research conversation around the practice of management consulting and the 
consultant–client relationship in particular.  It also aims to develop a better 
understanding of the processes of knowledge shaping in consultant–client 
interactions.  The study’s philosophical departure point is from a critical realist 
perspective.  A critical realist perspective offers an operationalisable departure 
point for studying the emergent processes (May, 2001) of how consultants and 
clients acquire, share and use knowledge during and after consulting 
engagements.  Critical realism also acknowledges the role of language and 
individual experience, while at the same time taking cognisance of the interplay 
between human agency and social structuring (Reed, 2009) through which the 
consultant–client relationship is enacted.  In addition, it enables the investigation of 
the generative mechanisms (May, 2001) underlying knowledge shaping in 
consulting engagements.    
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The study employs a qualitative approach using multiple case studies.  The 
qualitative approach offers a more holistic view to this thesis by connecting multiple 
concepts, cases, methods and analytical strategies.  The multiple case study 
approach is the preferred strategy for this thesis as it provides an opportunity to 
develop a comparative understanding of consulting practice in different consulting 
contexts.  Linked to the critical realist departure point, the study employs a realist 
ontology (Reed, 2009) and relativist epistemology (Ackroyd & Fleetwood, 2000). 
The study uses observation, and structured and semi-structured interviews as 
the main methods of investigation, and participant diaries and documentary 
analysis as secondary methods.  To obtain a better insight into the unfolding 
knowledge shaping processes, data is collected longitudinally over three stages of 





Figure 1.1 Three typical project lifecycle stages used to structure data collection 
 
The pre-engagement stage relates to the planning of the engagement and 
the setting of expectations and agreement on engagement outcomes and 
deliverables between consultancies and client organisations.  The engagement 
stage covers the formal consulting engagement, including the planned consultant–
client interaction sessions up to the point of deliverable handover.  The post-
engagement stage focuses on clients’ experiences of applying engagement 
knowledge within their everyday working environment after the end of the formal 
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Data collection comprises observation of structured consultant–client 
interaction events (termed workshops), semi-structured interviews with consultants 
and clients, in-depth interviews with six clients; and participant diaries and 
documentary analysis.  In total, 60 interviews were conducted and 24 workshop 
events observed.  In order not to unduly influence the unfolding process, the 
researcher took the role of observer only.  The researcher’s background in 
management consulting contributed to her gaining access to research sites and 
understanding the context of a consulting engagement.  The chosen research 
approach, research strategies and methods are further explained in Chapter 3, 
Methods. 
Definition of key terms  
For the purpose of this thesis, the following key terms are defined below:  
i. Actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004): knowledge that is applied to 
solving specific problems in organisational settings. 
ii. Difference, dependence and novelty (Carlile, 2004): describes the three 
relational properties of knowledge at a boundary.  Difference refers to a 
difference between parties in the amount of knowledge accumulated; 
dependence describes the extent to which the parties need to take each 
other into account if they are to meet their goals; and novelty describes 
how novel the circumstances are.  
iii. Knowing (Orlikowski, 2002): also referred to as knowledge-in-use; relates to 
the practical use of knowledge in the organisation. 
iv. Knowledge boundary (Carlile, 2002; 2004): a conceptual knowledge barrier 
between two parties.  Carlile describes three types of knowledge 
boundaries, namely syntactic, semantic and pragmatic. 
v. Knowledge brokering (Wenger, 2003): taking relevant knowledge from one 
context and adapting it for use in another context. 
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vi. Knowledge co-creation (Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010): links to the social 
learning model of interaction and within a consulting context describes 
instances where consultants and clients participate as equal partners in 
the production or creation of new knowledge. 
vii. Knowledge shaping (Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan, 2003) describes the 
interactive and dynamic processes of knowledge creation and 
dissemination and is used as alternative to the limiting metaphor of 
transfer. 
viii. Role Identity (Handley et al., 2007): how individuals view their roles as 
consultants and clients within a consulting context.  From a social learning 
perspective, role identity is established and changed by means of 
individuals participating in consulting engagements.  
ix. Tacit knowing (Polyani, 1962): incidental knowing in that individuals are not 
always aware that they are knowing; knowing that resides in the act of 
doing and precedes cognitive awareness of knowing.   
The cases studied 
The researcher studied nine consulting engagements from two research sites, 
named NOTPROFIT and Electro, to achieve the objectives.  Data was collected 
longitudinally over the three stages of a consulting engagement.  To further 
understand the client experience of shaping knowledge post-engagement, 
structured in-depth interviews were conducted with six clients who had recently 
participated in consulting engagements and were tasked with applying engagement 
knowledge in their functional areas.  An overview of the studies is provided in 
Chapter 3.  The findings from these cases are represented in Chapters 4 to 6.   
The studies of the consulting engagements were selected based on access, given 
the acknowledged difficulties related to accessing consulting engagements for 
research (Sturdy, 2011; Puutio, Kykyri & Wahlstrom, 2008).  Each engagement 
yielded a unique and rich insight into the consulting process, particularly in terms of 
the interaction between management consultants and clients.  
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CONTRIBUTIONS  
This research contributes to the body of knowledge of management consulting and 
knowledge management literature.  The conceptual framework of this study creates 
an integrated lens to better understand knowledge shaping within a consulting 
context, with a specific focus on consultant–client interaction events and clients’ 
post-engagement knowledge shaping experiences.  However, the limited scope 
and delimitation of this research are acknowledged.  
The study aimed to contribute to the following theoretical concepts: 
i. better understand and explain knowledge co-creation, particularly 
knowledge shaping in consulting practice and consulting knowledge by 
incorporating Carlile’s 3T framework from the knowledge management 
literature; 
ii. expand insights into client knowing  and the use of consulting knowledge by 
focusing on the client’s post-engagement experience;   
iii. extend Carlile’s (2002; 2004) boundary framework theory by suggesting a 
fourth boundary that influences client knowing.  
The study aimed to contribute to a better understanding of the following 
practical areas:   
i. The process of knowledge shaping between management consultants and 
clients.  A better understanding of this process could enhance 
organisational learning and assist in creating more satisfactory project 
outcomes.   
ii. The role of clients in embedding engagement knowledge within the 
organisation.  This could lead to more effective organisational change 
and ensure organisational learning beyond the actual consulting 
engagement. 
iii. The nature of consulting knowledge and its translation into value for clients.  
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OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 
This thesis is organised into seven chapters, as illustrated in Figure 1.2 below 
 
Figure 1.2 Outline of thesis 
 
Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the thesis and establishes the 
background to the development of the central research questions.  It contextualises 
the study by describing the researcher’s work experiences as organisational 
transformation consultant in New Zealand, South Africa and Australia as departure 
point and highlighting some of the practical issues related to knowledge shaping in 
consulting projects and embedding of new ideas in client organisations.  The 
issues arising from the practical experience are then linked to research on 
consulting processes and knowledge shaping in project contexts, to articulate gaps 
within this area.  In particular, it is noted that there are clear gaps in the theoretical 
knowledge of consulting processes and knowledge shaping in project contexts. 
 Chapter 1: Introduction 21 
The lack of research on the consultant–client relationship provides 
justification for undertaking contextual studies such as this one.  This thesis 
addresses this knowledge gap by situating the study within boundary theory.   
The objectives of the research are then explained, as are the research questions. 
Chapter 2 presents an overview of the literature that encompasses the 
bodies of research surrounding the research questions.   
Chapter 3 details the methodological approach undertaken to address the 
research questions.  A multiple case-study approach is explained and justified.  It 
also provides a brief overview of the cases studied.   
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 each presents a discussion of the cross-case findings 
based on a thematic analysis.  Each chapter addresses a specific stage of the 
consulting engagement.  
Chapter 7 takes the findings reported in Chapters 4 to 6 and refers back to 
the literature in Chapter 2 to address the initial research aims expounded in 
Chapter 1.  Chapter 7 also concludes the thesis by offering implications for theory 
and further research, as well as some implications for practice.  The chapter also 
outlines some limitations of the study and proposes a number of areas for future 
research.  The findings and major contributions of the study are offered.  The 
ultimate contribution of the study is twofold: first, to add identity shaping as a 
dimension that must be considered in the theorising of knowledge shaping and 
knowledge boundaries, and second to theorise how the knowing client is 
established and enacted over the course of a consulting engagement. 
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter has outlined the key questions this thesis seeks to address.  
Particularly noteworthy is the underdeveloped area of knowledge surrounding 
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consulting practice and consultant–client knowledge shaping interactions in project 
contexts.  This chapter has presented an overview of the methodology employed.  
An outline of the thesis has been provided to show how the research questions are 
answered. 
Chapter 2 develops these themes further by presenting a critical review of the 
literature applicable to the key research questions posed above.  Through this 
exposition, research gaps will be highlighted in order to demonstrate the need for 
further research on knowledge shaping processes in the context of consulting 
engagements.    
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 
CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
This chapter critically reviews the literature on consultant–client knowledge shaping 
and client knowing in consulting engagements.  It illuminates aspects requiring 
further research and shows how these have given rise to the formulation of the 
research questions for this study. 
The chapter starts by establishing the requirement for further empirical 
studies of management consulting, to contribute to theory building in this relatively 
young academic discipline.  It explains that while consulting is regarded as a 
knowledge profession, there has been limited research on how knowledge and 
knowing are shaped in the context of consulting engagements.  In particular, there 
is a requirement to build understanding of how consultant–client interaction and the 
social structuring of the consultant–client relationship impact on the shaping of 
knowing over the course of consulting engagements. 
The chapter illuminates the limited research into client participation in 
engagement knowledge shaping interactions.  An area that is particularly under-
researched relates to how clients select and apply knowledge from consulting 
engagements in their organisations, thereby enacting client knowing.   
The chapter draws on literature from the knowledge management discipline 
to explain that, as is the case in other contexts, current consulting research is over-
reliant on a transfer metaphor to explain knowledge movement processes.  As 
alternative, this study adopted the term knowledge shaping to acknowledge the 
complexity of the processes as well as the participative aspect related to 
knowledge movements in consulting engagements.  In addition, it is proposed that 
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the incorporation of the term knowing – which describes knowledge-in-use 
(Orlikowski, 2002) – offers a further means of building insight into the function of 
knowledge in the consulting context.  The chapter explains how a knowledge 
boundary approach suits a study of this nature and why a focus on how 
consultants and clients participate in the shaping of knowing addresses current 
research requirements in this field.   
The chapter concludes by explaining how the gaps in current knowledge 
gave rise to the research questions for this study.  Chapter 3 (Methods) details how 
the study was designed in order to address these areas for research and answer 
the research questions.        
REQUIREMENT FOR EMPIRICAL STUDIES OF MANAGEMENT CONSULTING 
AS A KNOWLEDGE PROFESSION 
This section of the Literature Review sets out the requirement for empirical studies 
and theory building of management consulting as a knowledge profession, with 
particular focus on the consulting engagement.  It establishes consultant–client 
interaction as a suitable context to study knowledge co-creation and shaping 
processes, as well as client knowing.  While management consulting has been 
incorporated as one type of context in the seminal works of numerous 
management and organisational studies scholars – such as Schein (1969), Schon 
(1983), Abrahamson (1996) and Alvesson (2004) – management consultancy as 
an academic area of study is fairly new, with most dedicated research having been 
conducted in the last 20 years only (Kipping & Clark, 2012; Mohe & Seidl, 2011; 
Sturdy, 2011; Gluckler & Armbruster, 2003).  Since the 1990s, scholarly interest in 
the field has ‘exploded’ (Muzio et al., 2011, p.806; Ernst & Kieser, 2002) and 
continues to grow, as evidenced for instance by the establishment of a 
Management Consulting division by the Academy of Management (AOM) in the 
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1980s.  According to the division’s domain statement it aims to ‘advance 
knowledge and understanding of management consulting, and to aid in the 
development of consultants from the perspectives of research, practice and 
teaching, by focusing on both the process of consulting and the consulting industry ’ 
(AOM website, n.d.).   
Historically, two broad perspectives are identifiable in management 
consultancy research (Hicks et al., 2009; Armbruster, 2006), namely the pro-
consultancy or functionalist perspective (Nikolova & Devinney, 2012; Werr & 
Styhre, 2003) and the critical perspective (Clark & Fincham, 2002).  More recently, 
a third perspective – social learning – has gained prominence (Nikolova & 
Devinney, 2012), with a particular focus on consultant–client interaction and the 
social structuring of the consultant–client relationship.  Each research perspective 
has taken a specific view of management consulting as a knowledge profession, as 
will be explained later in this chapter.  
Growth in the management consulting discipline is further supported by a 
continued research interest into areas such as knowledge work (Fincham, 1999), 
Knowledge Intensive Firms and Workers (KIFOWs) (Alvesson, 2004), professions 
(Muzio et al., 2011) and Professional Service Firms (PSFs) (Gross & Kieser, 2006) 
– all of which have management consultancies as a prime example.  Management 
consulting research also continues to be interdisciplinary (Kipping & Clark, 2012; 
Werr, 2012), incorporating areas such as knowledge management (KM), 
organisational development (OD), organisational learning (OL) and project 
management (PM).   
The growing research interest into management consultancy has been 
mirrored in practice by the continued influence of management consultants on 
client organisations (Sturdy, 2011; Sturdy et al., 2009a; Kitay & Wright, 2003).    
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For instance, Kipping & Clark (2012, p. 3) cite three reasons for the consulting 
industry attracting increased research attention:  
i. while not big in revenue terms, the industry has generally grown faster than 
many Western economies since the 1980s; 
ii. by employing many ’smart’ well-educated people, consulting has become 
an example of a kind of knowledge work many see as the future of 
economic and business activity; and 
iii. consultant activities are impacting an ever wider number of organisations 
and even on society as a whole.   
Factors that complicate management consultancy research  
 While research into management consultancy is budding, three factors complicate 
the empirical study of the discipline, namely the lack of a clear definition of 
management consultancy; difficulties for researchers in gaining access to 
consulting engagements to study; and the positive self-representation bias of 
consultants. 
Numerous researchers have grappled with formalising a definition for the 
term management consultant (Kipping & Clark, 2012).  In its broadest sense, a 
management consultant can be defined as anyone who helps or assists an 
organisation (Schein, 1990; Lundberg, 1997).  This definition therefore 
encompasses a large group of people, ranging from individual operators – both full-
time and contracted – consulting to companies; internal consultants; informal co-
operatives comprising several individuals; multi-national niche consultancies such 
as McKinsey or BCG; and the large global consultancy firms originating from the 
old school auditing firms, such as Accenture, KPMG, Deloitte, and PWC – that are 
referred to in the industry as the ‘Big Four’ or ‘Big Five’ (Donnelly, 2008; Kitay & 
Wright, 2007).   
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A formal definition is complicated by the fact that management consulting is 
not a profession in its own right (McKenna, (2006) cited in Kipping & Clark, 2012).  
For instance: it does not require members to undergo a licensing process; it does 
not have access to a unique, esoteric and defendable knowledge base; and it is 
relatively free of regulation (Alvesson, 1993; Clark & Fincham, 2002).  These 
factors mean that virtually anyone may style themselves as a management 
consultant (Collins, 2006).  Given the issues with formally defining the term, for the 
purposes of this research, management consultant will refer to individuals who are 
paid to advise an organisation about business practices by drawing on structured 
approaches involving face-to-face interaction with clients and using specific 
knowledge bases – whether own experience or linked to the specific consultancy.       
The term management consultant is often used interchangeably with 
management guru.  However, Kieser (2002) clearly separates gurus from 
management consultants – while both rely on persuasion to succeed, gurus 
persuade through charisma, while management consultants persuade through 
technique.  This view is supported in Carlone’s (2006) analysis of a management 
guru lecture, which suggests that management consultants are held to greater 
accountability than gurus.  The guru’s performance ends before his or her ideas 
have to be reintegrated into the organisation; a luxury not afforded to management 
consultants, who depend on clients being satisfied with results to secure ongoing 
work.   
The academic definition of management consulting described above also 
differs from the way the management consulting industry views itself.  For instance, 
the MCA (Management Consultancies’ Association) which represents 60% of the 
UK consultancy industry (MCA website, n.d.), differentiates eight categories of 
consulting mainly around functional areas.  The global management consultancies 
each structure their service offerings differently, in part as a means of 
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differentiating their expertise or specialist knowledge from that of competitors.  
Gluckler & Armbruster (2003, p.274) point out that the grouping of consulting 
services – for instance into strategy, information technology, operations, human 
resources or marketing – is based more on the public reputation of consulting firms 
than on clear differences in services or knowledge bases.    
A second factor complicating research into management consulting is the 
difficulty of gaining direct access to consulting engagements to study (Sturdy, 
2011; Puutio, et al., 2008).  Access has been complicated by issues such as 
consultant reluctance to have their practices scrutinised (Sturdy et al., 2009a); the 
often commercial-in-confidence content of engagements (Puutio et al., 2008) and, 
linked to that, the requirement to obtain permission from multiple stakeholders with 
varying interests (Nikolova et al., 2009).  These challenges have resulted in a large 
portion of existing research about consulting engagements drawing on post-
engagement interviews with consultants and clients only (Sturdy et al., 2009a), with 
no direct observation of consulting practice in action.  In particular, interviews have 
not incorporated the client’s experience beyond the end of the formal consulting 
engagement (Sturdy et al., 2009b).     
Linked to the previous point, the third complicating factor stems from the use 
of interviews as primary data collection instruments.  Apart from the well 
recognised limitations of interviews, consultants in particular are skilled in positive 
self-representation (Kipping & Clark, 2012) and the accuracy of their 
representations in interviews has therefore been questioned.  
These complicating factors indicate a requirement for management 
consulting research that incorporates interviews as well as observation of 
consulting practice in action.  There is also a requirement to actively investigate the 
client’s experience of consulting engagements, particularly related to how clients 
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use consulting knowledge in their organisations after the formal end of the 
consulting engagement.     
RESEARCH OF KNOWLEDGE IN MANAGEMENT CONSULTING 
Management consulting is widely regarded as a knowledge profession (Kipping & 
Clark, 2012; Buono, 2002) and the role and value of knowledge in consulting 
practice has been a particular focus of consulting research (Davenport & Prusak, 
2005).  This research interest has been mirrored in the disciplines of organisation 
and management studies, where studies over the last two decades in particular 
have focused on knowledge as a key commodity for securing and maintaining an 
organisation’s strategic competitive advantage (Alvesson, 2004; Lahti & Beyerlein, 
2000; Argote & Ingram, 2000).  Further emphasising the importance of knowledge 
is the macro perspective that the foundation of industrial economies has shifted 
from natural resources to intellectual assets (Hansen, Norhia & Tierney, 1999; 
Scarbrough, 2008) and a view of the organisation as knowledge or a knowledge 
system (Morgan, 2007).   
Management consultancies were one of the initial examples used to explain 
the workings of Knowledge Intensive Firms (KIFs) (Alvesson, 1993; 2004; 
Starbuck, 1992), specifically in their role as knowledge entrepreneurs (Robertson, 
Scarbrough  & Swan, 2003; Abrahamson & Eisenman, 2001), and according to 
Alvesson (2004) merit study as a separate category of KIF, given their reliance on 
reputation and focus on client-centred work. 
As in other disciplines, the definition of what constitutes knowledge in the 
management consulting context is vigorously debated.  While interpretations vary 
depending on the specific research perspective, a common theme is that 
knowledge is defined from the consultant’s vantage point.  For instance, the pro-
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consultancy research perspective objectifies knowledge, equating it to the 
expertise held by consultants (Clark & Fincham, 2002), to be codified and 
presented to clients as solutions and tangible knowledge artefacts (Hicks et al., 
2009)  such as engagement deliverables.  Consultants are portrayed as experts 
holding sway over a body of knowledge to re-use as required (Morris, 2001). 
In contrast, critical researchers have taken the implicitly accepted value of 
knowledge to task (Nikolova & Devinney 2012; Werr & Styhre, 2003) and instead 
view knowledge and the ‘rhetorics of persuasion’ (Legge, 2002) employed by 
consultants as one and the same, enacted by means of the consulting 
performance (Clark & Fincham, 2002; Fincham, 1999).  The social learning 
perspective to research has been relatively non-committal about defining 
knowledge, opting only to describe it as co-created through social interaction 
between consultants and clients (Puutio et al., 2008); open to individual 
interpretation (Werr & Styhre, 2003) and comprising the learning that takes place 
during participation in engagements (Nikolova & Devinney, 2012). 
Both the expert and critical perspectives describe knowledge from the 
consultants’ vantage point and in relation to the work of consultants, and appear to 
treat the client and consultant–client interaction in engagements as incidental.  The 
social learning perspective remedies this to some extent by emphasising 
consultant–client interaction as a pivotal setting for knowledge creation and 
dissemination.  However, none of the perspectives explicitly incorporates a client 
view in defining consulting knowledge, particularly in terms of how clients use this 
knowledge within their organisations.  Therefore, scope exists for studies of 
consulting engagements that explore consulting knowledge from a client 
perspective.     
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Tangible vs. symbolic value of consulting knowledge       
A further contested issue relates to whether consulting knowledge has tangible 
value, or whether its value is merely symbolic.  Studies of knowledge value are 
complicated by the fact that, as is the case for other professional services, client 
perceptions of knowledge value are intertwined with the enactment or delivery of 
the consulting service (Sturdy et al., 2009b; Collins, 2006).   
Studies that have considered the ‘tangible-value’ aspect of consulting 
knowledge have described its content in terms of codified components.  For 
instance, Pringle (1998) identified three types of knowledge tool that consultants 
draw on during engagements:  
i. Models – which are a representation of a process or a condition useful in 
analysing or describing a situation such as the BCG portfolio analysis 
approach. 
ii. Methodologies – which describe the preferred steps and sequences for 
delivering the knowledge.  
iii. Databases – which are used for benchmarking and to meet client concerns 
for best practices.   
Similarly, Werr and Stjernberg (2003) categorised the knowledge systems 
operational in global consultancies as consisting of: methods and tools, cases, and 
experience.  Methods and tools provide the consultancy with a common language 
which is essential for successful knowledge transfer to clients.  They also found 
that consultants generally regard their own and colleagues’ experiences as the 
most important source of knowledge in planning client engagements. 
While the methods and tools employed by consultants are well understood, 
the actual use of these artefacts in consulting engagements has not been studied 
in-depth.  Studies that have included artefacts have not specifically considered 
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their function in supporting the creation, dissemination and use of knowledge in 
consulting engagements. 
In contrast, scholars who debate the value of consulting knowledge –
particularly from a critical research perspective – regard such knowledge as merely 
symbolic (Buono, 2002).  Indeed, Nippa and Petzold (2004) argued that clients 
actively seek out the symbolic knowledge provided by management consultants as 
it makes organisational change easier.  This knowledge is based on a set of rites 
and symbols that reflect major widespread myths (Pellegrin-Boucher, 2006), 
referred to as symbolic functions (Nippa & Petzold, 2004), which can be considered 
of economic value to consultancies.  The symbolic role of consulting knowledge 
may go some way to explaining the seeming contradiction when clients continue to 
purchase consultant advice despite the advice itself appearing flawed: “Clients … 
despite their criticism of the outcomes of projects involving and/or led by 
management consultants, continue to cite ‘gaining access to consultant knowledge’ 
as a primary reason for their use of external consultants” (Hicks et al., 2009, p. 
291). 
Several authors assert that there is no real innovation value to consulting 
knowledge, as consultants merely re-package already popular management ideas 
or fashions (Collins, 2006; Morris, 2001; Abrahamson, 1996).  However, one area 
where consulting knowledge does appear of value to clients, is when consultants 
act as sector specialists (Fincham et al., 2008; Sturdy et al., 2009a).  According to 
Richter and Niewiem (2009) clients frequently employ consultants with the 
objective of gaining access to their pool of functional or industry-specific 
knowledge. 
Claims to unique knowledge represent the differentiating factor for 
consultancies, which consider knowledge their most important asset and a means 
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to generate economic value (Pellegrin-Boucher, 2006).  However, Gross and 
Kieser (2006) question this assertion, showing that consulting cannot claim a 
particular body of knowledge as its own.  This is supported further by Hicks et al. 
(2009) who describe the boundaries delimiting consulting knowledge as ‘ill defined’ 
(p.292).  Studies of consulting engagements should therefore take cognisance of 
the different perspectives to the nature and value of consulting knowledge.  One 
way of addressing this requirement is to investigate the role of consulting 
knowledge in engagements as well as the ways in which clients use consulting 
knowledge in their organisations after the formal end of the engagement.     
Consulting knowledge and the consultant–client relationship 
According to Alvesson (2004, p. 30) consultants’ knowledge claims are dependent 
on social recognition rather than on knowledge as an objective fact.  This means 
that the technical problem-solving knowledge used in engagements cannot be 
separated from the building of social relations with clients.  Therefore, the creation 
and dissemination of knowledge within a consulting context must be considered in 
conjunction with the building and maintenance of the consultant–client relationship. 
Consultant–client relations are socially shaped (Kitay & Wright, 2004) through 
interaction between consultants and clients (Fincham, 2012) and subject to power 
and knowledge asymmetries (Nikolova et al., 2009) that unfold over the course of 
engagements.  Several studies (see for instance Schein, 1999; 1969) have 
established that effective consultant–client interaction is integral to building a 
functional relationship and a key determinant of successful consulting engagement 
outcomes (Nikolova et al., 2009).  It is through consultant–client interaction that 
knowledge sharing, change and learning occur in consulting engagements 
(Nikolova et al., 2009; Kykyri et al., 2007; Christensen & Klyver, 2006; Handley, et 
al., 2006; Gluckler & Armbruster, 2003; Lahti & Beyerlein, 2000). 
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Interaction also constitutes the setting from which participants derive their 
individual meaning from an engagement, which has been shown to influence client 
participants’ post-engagement use of knowledge (Lambrechts, Grieten, Bouwen 
and Corthouts, 2009).  Lambrechts et al. (2009) explain that participants derive the 
meaning of a consulting engagement from the actual reciprocal practice between 
consultants and clients, rather than from cognitive reflection: “Change is enacted in 
the intervention and not some kind of output or result of it” (p.43).  Studies of 
consulting engagements must therefore consider the influence of interaction on the 
establishment and maintenance of the consultant–client relationship.  And while 
consultant–client interaction has been described theoretically – as is explained in 
the following section – these models need to be tested within the context of actual 
consultant–client interactions.     
Three models of consultant–client interaction 
Current theoretical understanding of consultant–client interaction is represented by 
three conceptual models termed Expert, Critical and Social Learning.  Developed 
by Nikolova et al. (2009) (see also Nikolova and Reihlen, 2012) based on a 
historical overview of literature addressing consultant–client interaction, the three 
models broadly align with the three perspectives on consulting research introduced 
earlier in this chapter.  Each model encapsulates a specific description of the 
nature of consulting knowledge, consultant–client interaction, as well as client and 
consultant participation in the interaction, as detailed in this section.  However, 
while the models are useful aids to understand interaction, they have not been 
applied in studies observing engagement interaction.  
i) Expert model  
This model of consultant–client interaction aligns with the pro-consultancy research 
perspective.  It regards consultants as experts who have access to the knowledge 
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base of a particular practice area and are able to develop solutions within that 
area, drawing on scientific theories and techniques (Schon, 1983).  Consultants 
hold a privileged interpretive position and their abstract knowledge is regarded as 
superior to the specific, context-dependent knowledge of clients (O’Farrell & Moffat, 
1991).   
In the expert model, knowledge is conceptualised as object – namely the 
consultant’s expertise – and captured in codified artefacts.  Knowledge 
dissemination is regarded as consultants providing their expertise to clients. 
Consultants therefore direct interactions by analysing clients’ problems and 
formulating appropriate solutions (Nikolova et al., 2009).  Clients are reduced to 
being information suppliers during problem diagnosis, without being actively 
involved in the creative part of the actual problem-solving process.  The image of 
the helpless client (Nikolova & Reihlen, 2012) therefore dominates this perspective.  
The consultant as expert is probably the most widely held perspective of the 
consultant’s role in engagements (Sturdy et al., 2009a).  As experts, consultants 
are assumed to have access to specific knowledge domains which can be applied 
to help clients solve a problem.  However, the expert model has been criticised for 
neglecting the two-way interaction that is inherent to consulting practice (Gluckler & 
Armbruster, 2003) and ignoring the role of interaction as a potential ‘process of 
mutual learning and cooperation’ (p.277) between consultants and clients.    
ii) Critical model 
In keeping with the critical perspective on consulting research, the critical model of 
consultant-client interaction moves from a focus on formal knowledge or expertise, 
as described in the expert model, to persuasive strategies.  The model is so named 
since the taken-for-granted value of consulting knowledge, as represented in the 
expert model, is questioned.  Knowledge is regarded as a socially constructed 
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phenomenon dependent on social recognition and legitimacy rather than on 
scientific objectivity (Alvesson, 2001).  Knowledge is also a specific language, 
representing ways of talking about management, managers and organisations 
(Clark & Salaman, 1998).  In this regard, consultancies are regarded as 
perpetuating institutionalised myths (Berglund & Werr, 2000; Alvesson, 1993) by 
offering products and services to organisations that conform to the institutionalised 
expectations of their environments.  
In the critical model, the importance of rhetorical strategies in the interaction 
process is highlighted.  In order to impress clients and gain their business, 
consultants rely on rhetorical strategies such as images, metaphors and humour.  
Berglund and Werr (2000) identify two contradictory myths, or master-ideas, that 
consultants produce in this process – the rationality myth and the culture myth. 
From a critical angle, the appearance of knowledgeability, established through 
persuasive rhetorical strategies and other impression-management techniques, is 
more important than formal knowledge in convincing clients of a consultant’s 
competence (Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003; Berglund & Werr, 2000; Clark & 
Salaman; 1998).  
The critical interaction model acknowledges the significance of consultant–
client interaction, but relates it mainly to the client as the beneficiary of impression- 
management techniques (Clark & Salaman, 1998), in other words as audience.  
The focus remains firmly on the consultant, whose role is described as that of a 
performer, with the performance frequently analysed by means of dramaturgy 
(Clark, 1995).  From this perspective, consultant knowledge is inseparable from the 
‘rhetorics of persuasion’ (Legge, 2002) employed by consultants.  This model has 
therefore been criticised for being overly focused on the performative aspects of 
the consulting process, thereby overlooking the importance of knowledge content 
in interaction outcomes.    
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iii) Social Learning model 
The third conceptual model that has provided a perspective to consultant–client 
interaction is the social learning model.  This model draws on the work of Schon 
(1983) and later work of Schein (1999) and incorporates ideas from socio-cultural 
perspectives on organisational change, such as Lave & Wenger’s (1991) Situated 
Learning Theory.  Social learning theories are concerned with the ways individuals 
acquire knowledge, or learn, through participation in social settings (Handley et al, 
2006).  Knowledge is therefore regarded as being co-created between consultants 
and clients through participation in engagements (Nikolova & Devinney, 2012; 
Handley et al., 2006).  It is also seen as being open to individual interpretation, 
which makes the establishment of common interpretations (Schein, 1999) a key 
theme in this model.  
 In the social learning model, engagement interactions represent events for 
meaning construction.  The premise is that there is no knowledge out there 
(Nikolova et al., 2009) to be brought into the client organisation, but that clients 
possess valuable knowledge which must be incorporated into formulating the 
solution.  In terms of consultant–client interaction, this model emphasises the role 
of clients as active participants in the diagnosis and problem-solving process 
(Nikolova & Devinney, 2012).  Interaction is described as a process of dialogue, 
where clients and consultants share authority and control over the negotiation of 
meaning.   
The social learning model of interaction acknowledges that clients and 
consultants speak different languages and need to make their different 
interpretations clear to each other (Schein, 1999).  This indicates that consultants 
and clients must find ways of bridging the differences in their held meanings.  The 
social learning model of interaction therefore emphasises openness of 
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communication; development of mutual trust and the building of the consultant–
client relationship (Nikolova et al., 2009) as part of consultant–client interaction.  
From this perspective, management consultants do not so much transfer 
knowledge as translate it, which points to both the importance of interaction and of 
understanding the client’s organisational context (Handley et al., 2007).  
Influence of interaction on the development and maintenance of 
individual role identity 
The social learning perspective to interaction also considers the ways in which 
social participation, such as consultant–client interaction in engagements, influence 
the development and maintenance of individual identity (Handley et al., 2006).  The 
term ‘identity’ in this context is not applied as psychological construct, but refers to 
how individuals view their roles in the context of their ongoing actions.  Identity has 
salience and therefore the identity work (Alvesson & Wilmott, 2002) that individuals 
undertake in interacting with others can influence their practices, actions and 
behaviours outside the interaction setting. 
Social learning models such as Lave and Wenger’s Community of Practice 
(CoP) theory (1991) describe how participation in a community influences the way 
in which an individual constructs his or her role identity.  This means that in a 
consulting context, individuals construct what it means to be a consultant or client 
(Handley et al., 2007; Handley et al., 2006; Ram 2000) through participation in the 
engagement.  Engagement interaction events represent settings where consultants 
and clients can undertake identity work (Handley et al., 2006) and adapt or 
maintain their individual role identities.  For clients, this can influence their practice 
in the organisational context and for consultants, their practice in other 
engagement settings.  Engagements represent liminal spaces (Czarniawska & 
Mazza, 2003) where prevailing boundaries can be suspended and participants 
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given an opportunity to create something new, such as new knowledge as well as a 
new role identity. 
There have been limited studies in a consulting context of how participation in 
an engagement influences identity work and these have focused mostly on the 
consultant’s perspective (see for instance Kitay & Wright, 2007).  While identity is 
‘… a theme of great relevance for understanding the management and working life 
of consulting firms’ (Alvesson, 2012, p. 315) and studies have shown that 
engagements are insecure settings for the development and maintenance of 
consultant role identities (as per Sturdy’s seminal 1997 study), a similar focus has 
not been placed on client role identities and the ambiguities and vulnerabilities 
(Alvesson, 2012) they are subject to.  What has not been clearly elaborated is how 
clients in particular draw on the engagement as liminal space to construct a role 
identity as client and transform their practice (Handley et al., 2007; 2006) within the 
organisational context. 
Handley et al. (2007) move toward incorporating a client perspective to 
engagement participation.  Drawing on situated learning theory, they present a 
conceptual framework (see Figure 2.1) of how individuals develop their identity and 
practice through participation in different social interaction settings (described as 
‘communities of practice’ in this framework), such as consultant–client interaction 
during engagements.  
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Figure 2.1 Conceptual framework representing individual learning (development of identity 
and practices) through participation in the context of communities of practice 
(Source: Handley et al., 2006) 
Participation in social interaction settings offers an opportunity for individuals 
to develop their role identity through actions related to identity regulation and 
identity work.  At the same time, individuals develop their own practice through 
observing and experimenting with different practices, and adapting and 
transforming their own practice.  This framework therefore identifies the 
development of individual identity as an enabling mechanism for the development 
and adaption of individual practice, by means of the individual’s participation in 
social interaction.  
In a consulting context, this framework can provide useful insights into the 
different ways in which consultants and clients develop their role identity as well as 
their practice through participation in engagements.  In particular, the ways in which 
engagement participation influences clients to adapt their practice in the 
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organisational context, by applying knowledge gained from engagements, requires 
further illumination.  This call to better understand how clients enact their role 
identities also aligns with a broader research agenda related to bringing the client 
into focus within consulting research (Sturdy et al., 2009b).  
Gaps in the current understanding of consultant–client interaction 
In light of the current research interest into how consultant–client interaction 
influences engagement outcomes and the consultant–client relationship, four 
aspects of consultant–client interaction remain in need of further investigation.  
First, while prevailing models of interaction (such as that of Nikolova et al., 2009) 
acknowledge asymmetries in the consultant–client relationship relating to factors 
such as power and knowledge, the impact of these factors on how the relationship 
is socially constructed have not been investigated within the context of actual 
consulting engagements.   
Second, the models as postulated assume that the type of interaction 
remains unchanged over the course of an engagement, an assumption that needs 
to be questioned given the complexity and uncertainty (Fincham, 2012) inherent in 
the consultant–client relationship.  Third, the prevailing interaction models do not 
problematise knowledge co-creation and shaping in consulting engagements, but 
instead adhere to the use of the limited transfer metaphor.  This limitation will be 
discussed in detail in the next section.   
And fourth, while the interaction models describe the roles adopted by 
consultants and clients in the interaction, they do not detail the dynamics of 
individual identity construction, which is particularly significant in understanding the 
use of consulting knowledge in client organisations.  Linked to this, the interaction 
models do not reflect the influence of past experience as consultant or client on the 
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interaction behaviours of individuals and their participation in consulting 
engagements. 
By incorporating the requirements to address these gaps in the current 
understanding of consultant–client interaction with a study of the accompanying 
knowledge shaping processes, a contribution can be made to building the 
theoretical understanding of consulting as a knowledge profession.    
BUILDING THEORETICAL UNDERSTANDING OF KNOWLEDGE SHAPING 
PROCESSES IN CONSULTING ENGAGEMENTS 
While knowledge content and value have been central themes in consulting 
research, the actual processes related to how knowledge is created, disseminated 
and used in consulting engagement contexts have been neglected and are in need 
of further study (Sturdy, 2012; Sturdy et al., 2009a).  In particular, there are 
numerous questions related to the simplistic and unqualified use of the term 
transfer to describe all knowledge movement processes in engagements.  This 
section explains the requirements to further investigate the knowledge 
dissemination processes in consulting engagements and clients’ use of consulting 
knowledge.  It concludes by proposing a processual study of knowledge shaping 
and knowing in consulting engagements as a means of addressing these research 
requirements.     
Within a consulting context, there is growing agreement that the complex 
processes (Sturdy, 2012) supporting the creation and dissemination of consulting 
knowledge require more in-depth investigation, as the “skillful application of 
knowledge – that is ‘practice’ – is as important for the success of consulting 
assignments as the possession of knowledge resources” (Hicks et al., 2009, 
p.291).  Sturdy et al. (2007, p.897) concur, based on their study of knowledge flows 
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in three consulting projects: “There is very little research on the explicit “knowledge 
transfer” element in consultancy projects. There is a need for such work, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively, exploring conditions and outcomes.” 
In particular, as evidenced from studies in the knowledge management (KM) 
discipline, the unqualified use of the term transfer for all knowledge dissemination 
processes should be problematised.  A focus on how consultants disseminate 
knowledge to clients is also pertinent as many consultancies refer to knowledge 
transfer as part of their value proposition to clients.  However, the constraint of 
efficiency (Kitay & Wright, 2007) makes this knowledge transfer a double-edged 
sword: while consultants need to show successful transfer to secure ongoing 
business, they cannot afford to have clients becoming too competent so that they 
have no further need for consulting services.  This seems to suggest that 
consultants need to carefully manage the ways in which they disseminate 
knowledge to clients in order to maintain their credibility and business continuity.  
Research from the functionalist or pro-consultancy perspective in particular, 
has focused on ways in which consultants can improve the dissemination of 
knowledge to clients.  For instance, Schein’s process consultation model (1969; 
1999) provides comprehensive guidance on how to assist clients in problem-
definition, analysis and solution implementation.  However, Pringle (1998) found 
that the use of proprietary tools by the big consultancies have changed the focus 
from this traditional consulting model of spending time on fact gathering, analysis, 
synthesis and recommendation to using ‘professional time’ (p.3) to implement pre-
configured practices.  
Studies in the critical perspective generally highlight the performative aspect 
of knowledge dissemination (Fincham et al., 2008), for instance by drawing on a 
dramaturgy metaphor to distinguish between front-stage and back-stage activities 
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(Clark, 1995).  In terms of sharing their knowledge during engagements, 
consultants need to signal to clients how they customise the solution appropriate to 
the client’s organisational context.  According to Morris (2001), it is difficult to script 
this signalling behaviour, which occurs through a range of subtle behaviours and 
rituals such as drawing on the experience of similar problems, or showing that the 
consultant has correctly read the context and politics of the situation.  Clients 
welcome these signals, as they find it particularly difficult to assess a consultant’s 
performance if that consultant was hired to provide knowledge that the client 
lacked (Ernst & Kieser, 2002).  Gluckler and Armbruster (2003) add that the 
absence of standards to judge the consulting service opens the door to 
performance surrogates, such as the communicative performance of consultants, 
impression management, or consultant involvement in socio-political struggles 
within client organisations.  Given that objective, outcome based measures of 
consultant performance are unobtainable, clients focus their attention on the 
consulting process and those characteristics of the consultant that allows him or 
her to influence and manage the consulting process (Richter & Schmidt, 2006) in 
order to judge the consultant’s performance.  
From a social learning perspective, there has been limited research on the 
knowledge dissemination processes enacted in consulting engagements.  A 
notable exception is the study by Sturdy et al. (2007; see also Sturdy et al., 2009a; 
Handley et al., 2007).  Utilising longitudinal observation and interview research as 
well as a survey of consultants and clients working together, the researchers 
studied knowledge flows during three consulting engagements.  The term flow was 
selected as it ‘highlights a sense of movement and a range of actors’ (Sturdy et al., 
2007, p.887).  Knowledge flow was categorised by three processes, namely 
transfer, translation and application (p.893).  Specific focus was given to translation 
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to signify the importance of interaction and organisational context (Handley et al., 
2007). 
Findings from this research suggest that the conventional view of consultants 
as disseminators of new management ideas misrepresents their role in project 
work.  Dissemination appeared to occur by default rather than design and client 
learning was often concerned with project management or communication 
processes more than with the actual knowledge domain of the particular project.  
As the study considered knowledge flows only during the formal engagement, 
there is scope to elaborate on this research by exploring the knowledge flow 
processes within client organisations after the completion of consultant–client 
interaction events. 
Other studies have highlighted additional issues with knowledge creation and 
dissemination in consulting engagements.  In terms of planning knowledge 
dissemination in engagements, Van Nistelrooij, De Caluwe & Schouten (2007) 
point to a potential dilemma: while consultants claim to see change as processes of 
self-organisation and learning, the intervention methods they apply clearly specify 
the results in advance and make it easy to plan, control and monitor the 
dissemination process closely.  So for instance, consultants may state that they 
focus on change and learning, but choose methodologies that do not support this 
approach.  This is reinforced by the measures used to assess project performance, 
which Luo and Liberatore (2009) distinguish as project and process quality factors.  
Process quality refers to the quality of client–consultant interactions, governance, 
and learning; while product quality refers to the quality of implemented (technology) 
applications and satisfaction of business users.  This research indicates that the 
processes and their focus points change over the course of an engagement and 
requires further investigation.    
 46 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Lahti and Beyerlein (2000) considered knowledge dissemination from 
consultants to clients and found that tacit knowledge is not necessarily transferred 
intentionally, but is often a by-product of the process of collaboration.  Their 
interviews with consultants indicated that protectionism was the overriding theme in 
the transfer of knowledge from the consulting firm to the client.  This means 
consultants did not provide clients full insight into their knowledge, but instead 
worked to protect their expertise.  In addition, Lahti and Beyerlein (2000) 
considered barriers to knowledge transfer and found that there is often a 
disconnect within the client organisation between performance and rewards for 
client staff participating in consulting engagements.  From a performance 
management perspective, most organisations do not hold their employees 
accountable for disseminating knowledge to the organisation following the end of 
an engagement.  
Consultant and client activities in engagement knowledge shaping 
interactions   
While the processes related to knowledge shaping in consulting engagements 
have not received in-depth research attention, the activities and roles taken by 
consultants in particular have been described to some extent.  Consultants have 
been referred to as knowledge disseminators (Ambos & Schelegmilch, 2009), 
diffusors (Wright & Kwon, 2006; Abrahamsson, 1996) and translators (Sturdy et al., 
2007; 2009a).  However, some of these roles have been questioned.  For instance, 
an investigation into consultants’ perceived role as diffusors of management 
knowledge by Kipping and Engwall (2002) found that while consultants play an 
important part in the diffusion of scientific knowledge and innovation, there has 
been limited empirical work to illuminate the role of consultants as diffusors of 
management knowledge.   
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Another frequently used description for consultants has been that of 
knowledge or meaning broker (Alvesson, 2004; Wenger, 2003; Buono, 2002).  
Brokering entails the provision of industry knowledge at competitive costs (Anand, 
Glick & Manz, 2002).  The reference to brokers of meaning also points to the 
importance of interaction in consulting engagement knowledge delivery – a broker 
wants to engage clients in meaning production (Alvesson, 2004, p.84).  The term 
arbiter (Semadeni, 2001) is sometimes used interchangeably with broker to explain 
how consultants act as go-betweens for clients.  However, it is significant that 
existing literature ascribes the role of broker to the work of consultants but not to 
that of clients.  This aspect of the client’s role will be explored in Chapter 6.   
The absence of descriptions related to client roles in engagement knowledge 
shaping can in part be ascribed to the fact that the acknowledgement of clients as 
complex and equal role-players in consulting engagements is a recent occurrence 
(Sturdy et al., 2009b).  Earlier studies of consulting often took a simplistic view of 
the client, describing them simply as anyone who needs help (Schein, 1999), as a 
single interest (Sturdy et al., 2009c), or as helpless and often gullible victims of 
sophisticated persuasive practices (Sturdy et al., 2009b).  In terms of knowledge 
shaping in engagements, the client has been depicted either as spectator or as 
partner (Sturdy et al., 2009b).  Recent research has started to acknowledge the 
client as a heterogeneous mix of interests (Alvesson et al., 2009) and a client 
system (Sturdy et al., 2009c).  The client perspective has also become better 
represented (Höner & Mohe, 2009) since clients are becoming more experienced 
and savvy in their use of consultants, with many clients having been former 
consultants themselves.  This has given rise to the concept of the ‘active client’, 
whose role, according to Sturdy and Wright (2011), requires further investigation.  
In the context of knowledge shaping, this suggests that active clients would 
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participate as partners in knowledge shaping processes over the course of an 
engagement. 
Problematising ‘transfer’ in knowledge management (KM) research 
The imperative to research the functioning of knowledge movement 
processes in consulting engagements is supported by calls within organisation and 
knowledge management research to build insight into the complexity of 
organisational knowledge movement processes.  This section provides an overview 
of key issues related to knowledge transfer in the disciplines of organisation and 
knowledge management (KM) studies and sets out why the use of ‘transfer’ – 
which also prevails in consulting research – to describe all organisational 
knowledge movement processes, is problematic.      
While transfer has been the most commonly applied term to describe the 
movement of knowledge in organisations (Carlile, 2004, p.558), the generic use of 
the term to describe all knowledge movement processes is being questioned.  
Indeed, there is growing evidence that organisational knowledge transfer is not 
necessarily easily achieved and that the outcomes of transfer are not 
straightforward to assess.  Research into organisational knowledge transfer 
processes has been more extensive than in the consulting context, and can 
therefore serve to inform management consulting research. 
Similar to management consulting research, the study of knowledge transfer 
in organisations has emerged from various competing epistemological 
perspectives.  Most research has been focused around either a positivist or a social 
constructionist perspective (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008), both of which assume that 
knowledge transfer is accomplished through instructions and/or socially 
constructed practices.  The two perspectives are detailed below.   
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However, both perspectives have several shortcomings in terms of 
knowledge transfer.  As result, Bechky (2003) describes knowledge transfer as an 
‘impoverished metaphor’ (p.313), since it typically implies a single meaning for 
knowledge, which does not capture the growing understanding that there is an 
array of potential meanings within an organisation: “This poses a problem for the 
notion of knowledge transfer because if an expression of knowledge means 
something different to the receiver than it does to the communicator, then it is not 
clear what knowledge is being transferred.” (p.313).  Bechky adds that 
understanding is complex and has a situational, cultural and contextual element.  
Positivist perspective reinforces a conduit metaphor of knowledge 
transfer 
Similar to the expert perspective in consulting research, the positivist perspective 
on organisational knowledge transfer assumes that knowledge is static and a 
discrete object that can be transferred in a pipeline or conduit fashion (Gupta & 
Govindarajan, 2000).  It regards knowledge as residing in the heads of individuals, 
for instance as cognitive frameworks, mental models and interpretive schemas 
(Argote, Ingram, Levine & Moreland, 2000).  Knowledge can remain as part of an 
individual’s cognitive schema – as tacit knowledge - or be made explicit and 
become codified (Polanyi, 1962).  By definition, knowledge transfer requires that 
knowledge be made explicit.  Knowledge transfer is then operationalised through 
conduit models of transfer, which are based on Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) 
signalling model of communication.   
According to Szulanski (2000), the conduit metaphor has informed most of 
the actual research into organisational knowledge transfer.  Transfer takes place 
through the ‘conduits’ (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008, p.913) of technology and texts, 
supported by numerous transfer practices (Argote, 1999) such as training, 
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personnel movement, providing documents and providing hardware or software 
with knowledge embedded.  Transfer is also described as enacted through specific 
mechanisms that involve moving people, technology and changing the structure of 
the recipient organisation (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008; Easterby-Smith, Lyles & 
Tsang, 2008; Argote et al., 2000).   
Within the positivist perspective there is a clear distinction between the 
creation (production), retention (storage), circulation (transfer) and consumption of 
knowledge as autonomous activities (Argote, McEvily & Reagans, 2003; Szulanski, 
2000).  Argote and Ingram (2000) also distinguish between explicit transfer – the 
transfer of specific knowledge – and implicit transfer – when the recipient unit 
cannot articulate the knowledge it is acquiring.  In addition, several authors have 
linked knowledge transfer to transfer of learning, when an organisation or 
organisational unit learns from the experience of another (Easterby-Smith et al., 
2008; Epple, Argote & Devadas, 1991).  The positivist perspective does not 
problematise knowledge transfer, but describes it simply as the movement of 
knowledge from one unit to another (Argote and Ingram, 2000, p. 151). 
This perspective reinforces the object view of knowledge by integrating 
knowledge transfer with knowledge storage or knowledge management (KM) (Lahti 
& Beyerlein, 2000).  KM in this sense refers to the information systems and 
processes applied to capture and retrieve the explicit knowledge (Lahti & Beyerlein, 
2000; Morris, 2001).  KM models typically view knowledge as an economic 
resource or production factor, implying that knowledge is a commodity that can be 
deliberately controlled.  
In keeping with the mechanistic view of transfer, numerous studies have 
investigated the barriers and enablers to knowledge transfer.  For instance, Gupta 
and Govindarajan (2000) identify several factors impacting on intra-organisational 
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knowledge transfer that function as both barrier and enabler.  These include the 
tacitness or causal ambiguity of the knowledge; the absorptive capacity of the 
recipient organisation; the existence and richness of transmission channels; and 
the motivation of the source and recipient.  Absorptive capacity in this sense refers 
to the ability to recognise the value of new information, assimilate it, and apply it to 
commercial ends (Gupta & Govindarajan, 2000).  Absorptive capacity therefore 
describes the organisational conditions that support the use of knowledge.  Gupta 
and Govindarajan (2000) establish further that while inter-organisational knowledge 
transfer has received research attention, there is still scope to better understand 
the complex processes underlying knowledge transfer at an intra-organisational 
level, of which consulting engagements would be an example. 
One of the main criticisms of the positivist perspective to knowledge transfer 
is that it is too simplistic.  Bechky (2003, p.313) comments: ‘While theorists realize 
that the mechanical notion of knowledge transfer is a limited one, it persists in our 
thinking about knowledge in organizations, implying that communication of 
knowledge is a simple process.’  Similarly, research by Szulanski (2000; Szulanski 
& Cappetta, 2003) into transfer stickiness (Brown & Duguid, 1991) has questioned 
the long-held assumption that knowledge transfer occurs smoothly and with little or 
no cost.  Szulanski problematises the term transfer, stating that traditionally the 
difficulties associated with transfer have been slighted by theorists and 
practitioners alike.  In response, he incorporates a process perspective by defining 
transfer as “… a process in which an organization recreates and maintains a 
complex, causally ambiguous set of routines in a new setting.  Stickiness connotes 
difficulty experienced in that process” (Szulanski, 2000, p.10).  Problematic 
transfers are likely to be noticed more readily than smooth transfers.  Szulanski 
asserts that by approaching knowledge transfer as processes rather than as 
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individual acts, researchers will be able to incorporate aspects of the dif ficulties 
around transfer into the discussion: 
“A process view allows closer examination of how difficulty evolves over 
stages in the transfer. It can also provide insight into the working of 
different organizational arrangements to transfer knowledge, inform 
managerial interventions and help design organizational mechanisms 
that support knowledge transfer.” (Szulanski, 2000, p.10).  
Another criticism levelled at the positivist approach to transfer is its over-
emphasis on the individual level of analysis (Ringberg & Reihlen, 2008; Argote & 
Ingram, 2000), which results in it overlooking the complex social processes taking 
place during knowledge transfer.  Argote and Ingram (2000) therefore propose that 
knowledge transfer should be studied from levels of analysis such as the group or 
division, which involve ‘important social processes such as sharing, interpreting and 
combining information so that it can persist in the face of individual turnover’ (p.5).  
In addition, as the conduit approach primarily concerns itself with the transfer of 
explicit knowledge, it fails to capture the complexities surrounding the transfer of 
tacit knowledge.   
Constructionist perspective describes transfer as the enactment of 
knowing    
In contrast to the positivist perspective described above, the social constructionist 
perspective draws on the work of Gergen (1999) and social learning theories and 
conceptualises knowledge as socially produced and defined through its social 
usage.  Words therefore take on meaning within the context of ongoing practices 
and relationships.  Knowledge is not regarded as static or inert – for instance tacit 
or explicit; codified or non-codified – but as co-constructed meanings (Puutio et al., 
2008) and subject to individual interpretation.  This perspective also acknowledges 
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the significance of context by regarding knowledge as situated, as opposed to 
abstract and decontextualised (Blackler, 1995). 
From a constructionist perspective, knowledge transfer is regarded as an 
interactive process (Jacobson, Butterrill & Goering, 2005) and often described as 
an aspect of knowledge flows (Sturdy et al., 2007).  In this sense, transfer is a 
process of interpretation and meaning construction taking place within a social 
setting, such as that of the consultant–client interaction context.  It therefore is 
collaborative and used by individuals to develop knowledge and common 
meanings in order to identify, understand and solve real-world problems.  
Examples of models describing this approach to transfer include Lomas’ (2000) 
linkage and exchange model and Van de Ven’s conceptualisation of engaged 
scholarship (2007), which addresses the transfer of research knowledge in ways 
that support the solving of problems in practice. 
The constructionist perspective incorporates aspects of social learning or 
situated learning (Handley et al, 2007; Gherardi, 2000).  It takes a practice-based 
view to knowledge transfer, using references to transfer interchangeably with 
references to concepts such as knowing – which relates to knowledge-in-action 
(Orlikowski, 2002; Schon, 1983) – practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and 
actionable knowledge (Hicks et al., 2009, Cross & Sproull, 2004).  Knowing is 
distinguished from learning: while learning describes the acquisition of new 
knowledge, it does not necessarily imply the usefulness – or application in practice 
– of that knowledge (Gherardi, 2000).  In this regard, Blackler (1995) acknowledges 
the situated nature of knowing, recommending that the concept should be studied 
as an active process that is mediated, situated, provisional, pragmatic and 
contested in terms of power. 
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Several authors relate knowing to entrance to a community (for instance 
Wenger, 2000; Gherardi, 2000), such as a Community of Practice (CoP) in the 
situated learning literature.  According to Wenger (2000) knowing always involves 
two elements: the competence that a community has established over time, and 
the individual’s experience of the world as a member.  Therefore, the development 
of knowing by individuals is closely linked to the development and regulation of 
individual identity, which further supports the requirement to incorporate individual 
identity development in studies of knowing.  
Introducing shaping to investigate knowledge movement in consulting 
engagements  
Based on the above discussion and the centrality of knowledge to consulting 
practice, it is clear that the development of useful insights into knowledge 
movement in consulting engagements requires a focus beyond the limiting 
metaphor of transfer.  By introducing the concept of knowledge shaping, the 
complexity of the processes as well as the influence of consultant–client interaction 
on knowledge movement can be acknowledged.  Shaping implies dynamic, 
emergent processes that can be influenced by both consultants and clients.  It 
therefore gives rise to the wording of Research Question 1: How do management 
consultants and client shape knowing?  
UNDERSTANDING HOW CLIENTS ENACT KNOWING  
Existing studies of consulting engagements have focused on the planning of 
engagements and consultant–client interaction, while the activities of consulting 
clients after the formal end of the engagement – or post-engagement – have not 
received much research attention, despite these being crucial to understanding the 
outcomes of engagement knowledge shaping processes (Jacobson et al., 2005). 
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For instance, none of the three prevailing models of consultant–client interaction 
(Nikolova et al., 2009) specifically addresses how clients use engagement 
knowledge outside the engagement interaction settings.  
The study of clients’ post-engagement knowledge shaping activities can 
contribute to the ongoing research conversation around the value of consulting 
knowledge (Buono, 2002), as well as a broader conversation about placing more 
focus on the role of the client in engagements (Sturdy et al., 2009b).  In a special 
issue of the Scandinavian Journal of Management (SJM) focusing on the client in 
consulting, Sturdy et al. (2009c) explain that the most likely reason for neglect of 
the client perspective was that studies relied primarily on interviews with 
consultants in large consultancies.  They identify a need for further research into 
the actual experience of being a client; for instance, what constitutes being a good 
client in the context of a consulting engagement (p.250) and how to identify the 
characteristics of a successful consulting assignment from a client perspective (see 
also Warren, 2004).  Of particular interest are the ways in which clients select, 
adapt and apply the knowledge from consulting engagements after the end of the 
formal engagement (SJM special issue, 2009; Collins, 2006), when the consultants 
typically leave the client organisation and client staff become responsible for 
implementing actions resulting from the engagement. 
Against this backdrop, there is growing evidence that clients are not mere 
passive recipients of consulting advice.  For instance, Wright and Kwon (2006), 
citing numerous studies, suggest that rather than being ‘passive adopters’ (p. 356), 
managers interpret new knowledge in a ‘pragmatic, opportunistic and creative 
manner’ (p.357).  After studying the processes of consumption of management 
advice, Collins (2004) finds that clients use these very much like recipes.  
Managers consider the advice and then re-interpret and adapt it to their specific 
context.  ‘Therefore the viability and practicability of a consulting programme will 
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depend not on the authority and expertise of the consultant, but upon the editing or 
translation of local actors’ (Collins, 2004, p.564).  Collins adds that attempts to 
understand the advice industry fall short as they focus on the production of 
knowledge, and not sufficiently on the complex processes related to the 
consumption of the advice.  Drawing on the work of Latour, Collins suggests that 
the processes facilitating the translation of advice require particular research 
attention.  Kipping and Clark (2012) indicate that clients are fickle in their use of 
consulting advice: ‘Managers may adopt new ideas, but just like fashionable 
clothes, shed them as quickly and replace them with new fashions launched by the 
same actors’. 
Similar to building an understanding of knowledge shaping processes, 
studies in the knowledge management (KM) discipline which have considered 
knowledge usability in organisational settings can usefully inform research of 
knowledge use by consulting clients.  Several studies of project settings have used 
the concept of actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) to describe the 
usability of knowledge in terms of problem-solving.  Studies of management 
consulting can therefore be enriched by exploring a concept such as actionable 
knowledge.   
While some studies of consulting taking a social learning perspective have 
started to incorporate client views related to the value of consulting knowledge 
(Kipping & Clark, 2012; Sturdy et al., 2009b), there remains scope to explore this 
further.  The concept of knowing (Orlikowski, 2002) offers a feasible way to study 
the processes supporting client acquisition and use of consulting knowledge.  
Indeed, Hicks et al. (2009) propose that consulting practice should be researched 
not as knowledge but as knowing – ‘the socially situated activity whereby 
knowledge is applied and created’ (p289).  They distinguish between the two as 
follows: knowledge is ‘what one has’ and knowing is ‘what one is doing’ (p.293).  
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For knowledge to have an impact on practice, knowing is an ‘obligatory passage 
point (p. 294) and describes ‘… doing or acting that is informed by meaning drawn 
from a particular group context’.  
Therefore, the incorporation of knowing into studies of knowledge shaping 
processes will help to better explain how clients apply engagement knowledge in 
their organisations.  This gives rise to the wording of both Research Questions: 
How do management consultants and clients shape knowing? (RQ1) and How do 
clients enact knowing post-engagement? (RQ2)   
INVESTIGATING KNOWING FROM A KNOWLEDGE BOUNDARY PERSPECTIVE  
In response to the questions left unanswered by the positivist and constructionist 
perspectives to knowledge transfer, knowledge boundary theory offers a feasible 
way to investigate organisational knowledge movement processes.  By taking a 
boundary theory approach, researchers can acknowledge the complexity of 
knowledge movement processes (Bechky, 2003); account for the interactive nature 
of boundary exchanges (Kitay & Wright, 2003); and distinguish between 
knowledge insiders and outsiders (Sturdy et al., 2009a; Kitay & Wright, 2004).  
Three knowledge boundary frameworks in particular provided useful anchor-points 
for this study, namely 
i. Paul Carlile’s integrated 3T framework (2002; 2004) which was developed 
within an innovation context but has been applied to numerous other 
contexts; 
ii.  Andrew Sturdy and colleagues’ (2009a; 2009b) study of knowledge flow 
boundaries in consulting engagements, which itself drew on Carlile’s 3T 
framework; and 
iii. Etienne Wenger’s (2003; 2000) conceptualisation of boundary processes 
originating from the situated learning literature.  
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The following section provides an overview of the three frameworks and 
concludes by explaining how each framework was useful within this study. 
Transfer, translate and transform – Carlile’s 3T framework of knowledge 
boundary processes 
Carlile’s 3T knowledge boundary framework (2002, 2004) is one of the most 
frequently cited models of knowledge boundary processes.  One of its main 
contributions has been to conceptualise transfer as one of three knowledge 
movement processes, thereby moving beyond the limited focus on transfer only.  
The 3T framework describes how knowledge domain differences between 
individuals give rise to different types of knowledge boundaries and identifies three 
different knowledge movement processes to address each knowledge boundary.  
Carlile investigates knowledge transfer within an innovation context and is 
particularly interested in the existence of knowledge boundaries that can hamper 
an organisation’s new product development efforts.    
Drawing on Shannon and Weaver’s (1949) mathematical theory of 
communication, Carlile describes three progressively complex knowledge 
boundaries (syntactic, semantic and pragmatic) and three progressively complex 
processes to move knowledge across boundaries (transfer, translate and 
transform).  He also distinguishes between two types of knowledge: common 
knowledge – referring to a shared body of knowledge that allows for 
communication between individuals (also referred to as mutual knowledge by 




 Chapter 2: Literature Review 59 
 
Figure 2.2 3T integrated framework  
 for managing knowledge across boundaries (Source: Carlile 2002; 2004) 
 
The syntactic boundary exists when there is a common knowledge and 
lexicon between the individuals.  Movement of knowledge is akin to information 
processing, and occurs through a seemingly straightforward process of transfer.  
The syntactic boundary is unproblematic if the primary concern is one of 
processing or transferring knowledge across it. 
However, simply transferring knowledge becomes problematic when novelty 
arises (in other words new knowledge is added), because the current lexicon is no 
longer sufficient to represent the differences and dependencies present.  A 
semantic or interpretive boundary is faced, which requires a process of translating: 
establishing common meanings and reconciling discrepancies in meaning.  
According to Carlile (2004) this focus on developing shared meaning is very well 
represented in the literature on Communities of Practice.     
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Under certain circumstances it is not only a matter of translating different 
meanings, but of negotiating interests and making trade-offs between individuals.  
This is when the pragmatic or political boundary is faced.  The required process 
then is transforming, which focuses on the development of common interests.  At 
the pragmatic boundary, individuals must be able to represent current and more 
novel forms of knowledge, learn about their consequences and transform their 
domain-specific knowledge accordingly.  Carlile (2004, p. 559) also describes four 
characteristics of the capability required at a pragmatic boundary:  
i. development of a common lexicon that individuals use as they share and 
assess each other’s knowledge; 
ii. the need for individuals to identify and learn about new differences and 
dependencies between them when novelty is present; 
iii. transformation of domain-specific knowledge so individuals can work 
effectively together (through trial-and-error); and 
iv. the need for multiple iterations.  
In addition, Carlile (2004, p.556) identifies three relational properties of 
knowledge at a boundary, namely: 
i. difference, which refers to a difference between parties in the amount of 
knowledge accumulated;  
ii. dependence, which describes the extent to which the parties need to take 
each other into account if they are to meet their goals; and  
iii. novelty, which describes how novel the circumstances are.  
The most strategically dangerous scenario is when a pragmatic or semantic 
boundary is faced and only a transfer process is used.  Novelty is not recognised 
and resolved, and therefore proves consequential over time.  One of Carlile’s most 
enduring contributions to the knowledge transfer debate has been the awareness 
that knowledge is at stake during situations of transfer.  This implies that the 
acquisition of new knowledge comes at a cost; for instance, having to abandon old 
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knowledge.  If this process is not properly addressed, innovation and learning will 
suffer; for instance, individuals may discard new ideas and re-use their common 
knowledge.  Within consulting research, this can be useful to help explain how 
clients use knowledge after the end of engagements.  
Carlile (2002) also identifies different categories and characteristics of 
boundary objects (BOs) at each boundary.  He describes the role of a boundary 
object as a means of representing, learning about and transforming knowledge to 
resolve the consequences that exist at a given boundary, as summarised in    
Table 2.1  
Type of knowledge 
boundary  




Syntactic Repositories Representing 








Table 2.1 Type of knowledge boundary, category, and characteristics of boundary objects 
(Source: Carlile, 2002, p.453) 
 
Van de Ven (2007) draws on Carlile’s framework to explain how knowledge 
can be moved from research to practitioner contexts.  In the case of the syntactic 
boundary, where people share the same common lexicon and syntax for 
understanding their different and inter-dependent domain-specific knowledge, the 
knowledge can be communicated by applying a conventional information-
processing view from speaker to listeners utilising written and verbal reports.  The 
major challenge of knowledge transfer in this instance is to craft a sufficiently rich 
message and medium to convey the novelty of the information from the speaker to 
the audience.  This typically remains a one-way transmission of information from a 
sender to a receiver.  However, Van de Ven (2007, p.25) points out that even 
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though the listener in knowledge transfer remains relatively silent, he or she is 
never inactive as ‘... it becomes clear that listeners often have different 
interpretations and meanings of the novel information than the speaker intended’. 
When interpretive differences exist in the meanings of research findings, a 
more complex communication boundary of translation must be crossed.  At this 
boundary, conversation becomes essential and speakers and listeners must 
engage in conversations and discourse to mutually share, interpret and construct 
their meanings of research findings.  “Speakers and listeners become co-authors in 
mutually constructing and making sense of their interactions” (Van de Ven, 2007, 
p.26). 
Carlile’s framework provides a useful approach to illuminate the different 
knowledge boundaries arising in consulting engagements as well as to explore how 
consultants and clients bridge knowledge boundaries by drawing on the three 
boundary processes.  It can therefore shed light on the knowledge shaping 
dynamics that influence the structuring of the consultant–client relationship.  
Sturdy et al.’s study of knowledge flows in consulting engagements 
Sturdy et al. (2009a; 2009b) draw on Carlile’s 3T framework as well as Lamont and 
Molnar’s (2002) concepts of social and symbolic boundaries to consider the role of 
boundaries as demarcations of social structuring in consulting engagements.  They 
state that all social interaction can be regarded as the apparent movement of 
knowledge across boundaries, which they term knowledge flows, to differentiate 
between knowledge insiders and outsiders.  Social boundaries arise when symbolic 
boundaries are widely agreed upon and have both a constraining and enabling 
character.  Symbolic boundaries become social boundaries if either clients or 
consultants are seen as having a monopoly on legitimate knowledge by virtue of 
their insider/outsider status, which then precludes learning.  
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Sturdy and colleagues distinguish three types of boundary evident in a 
knowledge flow context – physical, cultural/knowledge, and political – that loosely 
approximate Carlile’s framework.  The physical boundary is similar to Carlile’s 
syntactic boundary.  However, Sturdy and colleagues add a power dimension to 
this by explaining that this boundary considers who is physically included and who 
is excluded from interaction.  This is quite evident in consulting contexts where 
some individuals necessarily will be included in the interaction with consultants, for 
instance as members of the project team, while others in the organisation will not 
have access to this interaction.  Kitay and Wright (2004) also find that the 
distinction between insider and outsider is blurred, which ‘… raises the intriguing 
image of the consultant as someone who may know more about the client than the 
client does’ (p.12).  Sturdy, Clark, Fincham and Handley (2006) confirm this by 
finding that clients often learn about their own organisation from consultants.  This 
indicates that the consultant is often more of an ‘insider’ to the client organisation in 
terms of knowledge bases, personal and political relations than many client 
personnel.  While this can make the transfer of tacit knowledge easier, it also limits 
the novelty value of the consultants’ knowledge.   
Sturdy et al.’s (2009a) cultural boundary is similar to Carlile’s semantic 
boundary and comprises cognitive and emotional dimensions.  They explore the 
impact of cognitive distance, as explained by Bogenrieder and Nooteboom (2004), 
between individuals on this boundary.  While some otherness is essential for 
learning to occur, this should not be too much.  Sturdy and colleagues also draw on 
March’s (1991) exploration/exploitation concept to explain how this boundary 
operates.  Weak ties and the traditional alien knowledge associated with the 
‘consultant-as-outsider’ view brings exploration, but the burden of ‘otherness’ is 
that it hinders the exchange of more tacit knowledge and the ability to exploit 
existing knowledge. 
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Political boundaries are akin to Carlile’s pragmatic boundary: ‘Here 
knowledge needs not only to be communicated (syntactic boundaries) and 
translated (semantic boundaries), but also transformed into something else’ (Sturdy 
et al., 2009b, p.37).   
A key contribution of this research is to be critical of the view that boundaries 
are synonymous with barriers, in other words that they are dysfunctional.  Rather, 
Sturdy and colleagues assert that boundaries are a means of communication and a 
necessary condition for knowledge flows and learning.  They also cite the view of 
Easterby-Smith et al. (2008, p.685), namely that studies into inter-organisational 
learning or knowledge transfer seldom explicitly take the nature of boundaries into 
consideration. 
Sturdy et al.’s (2009a; 2009b) exploration of boundaries in a consulting 
context provides an anchor point for this study.  Insights related to the influence of 
perceived power differences and the insider/outsider status of consultants and 
clients on knowledge flows in engagements were incorporated into the design for 
this study.       
Wenger’s discussion of boundary processes among Communities of 
Practice  
Wenger (2003; 2000) takes a situated learning approach to describe boundary 
processes among members of a Community of Practice.  He explains that 
boundaries are important to learning systems because they connect communities 
and offer learning opportunities in their own right.  This mirrors Sturdy et al.’s 
(2009a) notion that boundaries are not dysfunctional.  Boundaries in a community 
are usually fluid and often unspoken, with learning at a boundary likely to be 
maximised when experience and competence are in close tension. 
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Wenger identifies three ways to bridge boundaries in a Community of 
Practice, namely through people who act as brokers; the use of boundary objects; 
and several types of interaction.  Wenger describes the role of management 
consultants as brokers – individuals who introduce elements of one practice into 
another.  However, he points out that knowledge brokering is difficult as it requires 
sufficient legitimacy to be listened to as well as sufficient distance to bring 
something really new.  In addition, the occupational hazards of brokering include 
uprootedness, homelessness, marginalisation, and organisational invisibility. 
The role of boundary objects in bridging boundaries is to support connections 
between different practices.  Examples include artefacts (tools, documents or 
models); discourses (the existence of a common language that allows people to 
communicate and negotiate meanings across boundaries – in Wenger’s opinion 
this is a critical boundary object); and shared processes (including explicit routines 
and procedures, allowing people to coordinate actions across boundaries).  
However, boundary objects do not necessarily bridge across boundaries because 
they may be misinterpreted or interpreted blindly.  The meaning attached to a 
boundary object is therefore reliant on the interaction context within which it is 
enacted. 
Wenger also refers to a variety of forms of interaction among people from 
different communities.  A boundary interaction is usually an experience of being 
exposed to a foreign competence and can include encounters such as visits, 
discussions, sabbaticals or direct exposure to a practice; boundary practices, which 
refer to people tasked with maintaining connections between communities; and 
peripheries, describing ways for outsiders to connect with a community in 
peripheral ways such as an FAQs section on a website, open houses, or fairs. 
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Wenger’s explanation of the role of knowledge brokers and boundary objects 
in bridging knowledge boundaries was useful to this study and was incorporated in 
the research design.  
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR SHAPING THE KNOWING CLIENT 
The preceding overview of the literature has highlighted several areas for further 
research that could contribute to understanding knowledge shaping processes and 
the establishment of client knowing in consulting engagements.  This section 
provides an integrated summary of the conceptualisations which contributed to the 
overarching framework used in the dissertation to collect data, conduct analysis 
and draw conclusions about the knowing client and the functioning of knowledge 
shaping in that context.  These frameworks, as depicted in Figure 2.3, address 
knowledge boundaries and knowledge shaping processes – as described by 
Carlile’s 3T framework; the role of consultant–client interaction and participation in 
consulting engagements in establishing knowing – as described by social learning 
theories such as Lave and Wenger’s (1991) Communities of Practice (CoP) model; 
and the use of engagement knowledge by clients, described as client knowing and 
explained by situated learning theories.  The study also drew on frameworks 
developed from management consulting research, most notably Nikolova et al.’s 
(2009) conceptualisation of consultant-client interaction models, and Handley et 
al.’s (2006) conceptual framework of individual learning through participation in a 
Community of Practice.  
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Figure 2.3 Theoretical frameworks informing this study 
Knowledge boundary theories 
As detailed earlier in this chapter, the 3T framework (Carlile, 2002; 2004) presents 
an integrated way to investigate the function of knowledge boundaries and 
associated knowledge shaping processes and the establishment of client knowing 
in consulting engagements.  Carlile describes increasingly complex knowledge 
boundaries (syntactic, semantic and pragmatic) that require corresponding 
processes (transfer, translate, transform) to successfully bridge the knowledge 
boundaries.   
In terms of establishing knowing in consulting engagements, the pragmatic 
boundary is of particular interest as this is where participants in knowledge shaping 
are required to trade off their various interests and transform existing knowledge or 
create new knowledge.  In addition, Carlile’s (2004) exposition of the three 
relational characteristics of knowledge at a boundary – difference, dependence and 
novelty – further informs understanding of knowledge shaping in consulting 
engagements.      
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Social learning theories 
Social learning theories, such as the Community of Practice (CoP) model 
developed by Lave and Wenger (1991) provides a theoretical anchor-point for the 
study related to understanding the processes surrounding knowledge shaping and 
the establishment of client knowing in consulting engagements.  Social learning 
theories acknowledge the socially constructed nature of knowledge and therefore 
the importance of social interaction as well as individual interpretation in the 
shaping of knowing.  In addition, Wenger’s (2003) elaboration of boundary bridging 
mechanisms in a Community of Practice context addresses one of the main 
knowledge shaping roles attributed to management consultants, namely as brokers 
who introduce elements of one practice into another.  
Management consulting frameworks 
Given the current state of limited research in the consulting context of 
knowledge shaping processes and how these impact on establishing client 
knowing, this study did not find many conceptualisations in this context to draw on.  
It did however utilise Nikolova et al.’s (2009) description of three models of 
consultant–client interaction – Expert, Critical and Social Learning – to illuminate 
the complex nature of interaction activities taking place over the course of a 
consulting engagement.  This further supported the need to account for broader 
social structuring processes that are embedded in the practices of consultant–client 
interaction and not limited to interaction events, but are linked to both individual 
identity making processes and issues of power and participation. This was 
supplemented by Handley et al.’s (2006) framework to describe how individuals 
develop both their practice and identity through participation in consulting 
engagements.  The influence of engagement participation on client practice has 
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also been of particular interest in building an understanding of how client knowing 
is established outside of direct consultant–client interaction settings.   
INVESTIGATING THE KNOWING CLIENT: AREAS FOR RESEARCH AND 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS  
Based on the critical overview of the field of management consulting research and 
a theoretical understanding of knowledge shaping in consulting engagements, the 
following opportunities exist for further research based on the main gaps in current 
knowledge of the discipline:     
i. build a better understanding of the knowledge shaping processes enacted 
during consulting engagements;  
ii. explore engagement knowledge movement as a process, utilising the 
concept of shaping;  
iii. gain further insight into the client’s journey in applying knowledge from 
consulting engagements in their organisations by considering the concept 
of knowing;   
iv. take a more complex view of knowledge movement within consulting project 
contexts beyond the limiting notion of transfer. 
 
As explained in this chapter, these opportunities for further investigation have 
resulted in the two Research Questions that guided this research: 
RQ1: How do consultants and clients shape knowing? 
RQ2: How do clients enact their knowing post-engagement?  
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter has provided a critical overview of the literature on knowledge shaping 
in the consultant–client relationship.  It has illuminated aspects requiring further 
research and shown how these have given rise to the formulation of the research 
questions for this study. 
Chapter 3 will elaborate on the research design and methods used to 
investigate the research questions.  Chapters 4 to 6 provide a thematic analysis of 
the findings, and Chapter 7 concludes the thesis. 
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Chapter 3:  Methods 
CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
Chapter 1 discussed the background and context of the research.  Chapter 2 
provided a critical overview of the literature related to the study.  This chapter 
provides a detailed explanation of the methodology chosen to address the two 
research questions outlined in Chapter 2.  It starts by explaining the philosophical 
reasoning for selecting a research design situated within a critical realist 
perspective.  The methodological approaches of the study are justified and 
explained, employing a qualitative, multiple case study approach incorporating 
considerations related to process design. 
The chapter addresses the reasons for collecting data longitudinally over 
three stages of a consulting engagement in Study 1 and 2.  It also explains the 
approach to Study 3, which aimed to build on the Study 1 and 2 findings by 
focusing on the post-engagement knowledge shaping experiences of six clients.  
The chapter describes the choice of data collection methods, namely observation, 
semi-structured and structured interviews, participant diaries and document 
analysis.  The approach taken in analysing and interpreting the data is also 
explicated.   
The chapter concludes with a discussion of research quality and the steps 
taken to support the trustworthiness of the study.  Chapters 4 to 6 present the 
findings based on a thematic analysis of the data, while Chapter 7 concludes the 
thesis.    
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RESEARCH PERSPECTIVE  
Any research design must necessarily be underpinned by clear decisions related to 
ontology, epistemology and methodology, as these represent a specific way of 
understanding the world and a means of operationalising the research questions. 
This is particularly relevant for studies related to knowledge and knowledge 
shaping, which by their very nature raise questions related to how the world is 
understood, interpreted and – importantly – acted upon (Mingers, 2006). 
Organisational research is guided by a set of ontological and epistemological 
assumptions that describe how we know the organisational world.  In this context, 
ontology relates to ‘what it is’ and epistemology to ‘how we know what it is’ 
(Newton, Deetz & Reed, 2011, p. 7).  Binding together these sets of assumptions is 
an over-arching orientation to the world, namely the research philosophy  (Van de 
Ven, 2007) or inquiry paradigm, which defines for researchers ‘what they are about’ 
(Guba & Lincoln, 2004, p.21). 
The researcher’s initial response – based on her understanding of the nature 
of the research questions and the research objectives – was to approach the 
research from an interpretive perspective.  This focus on how consultants and 
clients interpret and make meaning from their engagement interactions and the 
engagement experience could be addressed from a constructionist perspective.  
While this would enable an understanding of the experiences of consultants and 
clients, it would not necessarily allow the researcher to account for the underlying 
mechanisms producing the social structuring (Reed, 2009) of the consulting 
engagement.  These generative mechanisms (Reed, 2009) necessarily impact on 
how consultants and clients interact to shape knowledge during engagements and 
how clients apply the engagement knowledge in the organisation after the end of 
the consulting engagement.   
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The critical realist (CR) perspective offered a feasible approach to address 
these requirements.  The contemporary understanding of critical realism is founded 
on the work of Roy Bhaskar (1975; 1998; 2008) and within organisations and 
management studies has been elaborated by authors such as Archer (1995), Reed 
(2003; 2009) and Sayer (2000).  The critical realist perspective offers a ‘middle 
ground’ (Reed, 2009; Van de Ven, 2007, p.61) between positivism on the one 
hand, and realism or constructionism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) on the other.  
Critical realists acknowledge the contextual nature of knowledge and that all facts, 
observations, and data are theory-laden and embedded in language (Van de Ven, 
2007).  In that sense, critical realism aligns with a constructionist view of the world 
and acknowledges the role of language and individual interpretation or meaning 
making to understanding the world.  In their overview of the practice of qualitative 
research, Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p.13) explain that, in addition, critical realism 
aligns with a positivist world view:   
“Critical realists agree with the positivists that there is a world of 
events out there that is observable and independent of human 
consciousness.  They hold that knowledge about this world is 
socially constructed.  Society is made up of feeling, thinking human 
beings, and their interpretations of the world must be studied. 
(Critical realists) believe that reality is arranged in levels and that 
scientific work must go beyond statements of regularity to analysis of 
the mechanisms, processes, and structures that account for the 
patterns that are observed.” (2005, p.13) 
 
Critical realism stratifies the social world into three levels of reality (Kempster 
& Parry, 2011) – empirical, which is observable by humans; events, which exist in 
time and space; and the real, which relate to often unobserved causal powers.  It 
concerns itself with the interplay between social structure and human agency and 
investigates the generative mechanisms through which humans take action within 
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defined social structures, while simultaneously enacting these structures through 
their actions (Reed, 2009).  A critical realist perspective is particularly suited to 
studies considering emergent processes and the ‘structures of social relations’ 
(May, 2001, p.12).  It also aligns well with the use of case studies, in that both 
acknowledge that there is not a single truth around knowing the world or a single 
way of representing the world, but that all representations are contextual (Reed, 
2009; Van de Ven, 2007).  From an ontological perspective, critical realists are 
interested in the concept of emergence, for instance favouring a focus on 
organising processes rather than the static organisation (Reed, 2009, p.59).  This 
fits with the research focus on understanding the emergent processes of how 
consultants and clients acquire, share and use knowledge during and after formal 
consulting engagements.  
An additional appeal of critical realism was related to researcher bias and in 
particular the influence of past experience and prior knowledge on the research 
process.  Instead of seeing this as a limitation that could potentially hamper the 
research outcome, critical realists acknowledge that researchers have a priori 
cognitive frameworks which affect their perception of the world (Van de Ven, 2007).  
Critical realism therefore offered a means of usefully employing the researcher’s 
familiarity with management consulting contexts and organisational change 
processes in the research process.  The researcher’s prior experience meant she 
was familiar with the typical project lifecycle; consulting and project terminology, 
understanding concepts such as deliverables, outcomes and methodology;  
unspoken ‘protocols’ inherent in the consultant–client relationship; and also had 
insight into the front-stage/back-stage mechanics (Clark, 1995; Clark & Salaman, 
1998) of the consulting performance.  Her past experience was also useful in 
securing access to research sites, with consultants in particular expressing a sense 
of comfort that she would not judge them unduly or make potentially embarrassing 
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comments to clients, as she had been ‘one of us’ before.  A familiarity with 
consulting language in particular assisted the researcher with the collection and 
analysis of data. 
To summarise, the critical realist perspective offered the following benefits to 
the research approach:  
i. it enabled the investigation of individual interpretation of the engagement 
experience as well as the generative mechanisms and processes around 
the social structuring of the engagement; 
ii. it was mindful of unfolding processes (becoming rather than being) within 
the social structure;  
iii. it allowed a practice-based approach to knowledge focusing on knowledge-
in-action (knowing);  
iv. it allowed for the constructive incorporation of the researcher’s existing 
knowledge and past experience as consultant into the research design.   
Realist ontology and relativist epistemology  
Linked to the critical realist departure point, the research employed a realist 
ontology (Reed, 2009) and relativist epistemology (Ackroyd & Fleetwood, 2000). 
Deductive structuring approach to analysis 
The researcher followed a deductive structuring (Pettigrew, 1997) approach to 
analysis. While Pettigrew (1997, p.344) recommends some deductive structuring 
related to articulating research themes and questions, he suggests doing this 
informally, for instance by not starting with propositions.  This structuring then 
becomes the prelude to a more open-ended process of inductive reasoning and 
pattern recognition:  “It is in the constantly iterating cycle of deduction and induction 
that the real creative process of the research takes place” (Pettigrew, 1997, p.344).   
Langley (1999) concurs that by taking a deductive structuring approach, 
 76 Chapter 3: Methods 
researchers would not unnecessarily postpone the inevitable decision between 
what is relevant and what is not.  In this study, the use of guiding frameworks such 
as Carlile’s 3T model (2004) assisted with focusing the research to identify and 
describe patterns of knowledge shaping in consulting engagements.   
RESEARCH METHOD AND DESIGN 
Qualitative multiple case study approach 
A qualitative approach was identified as the most suitable to allow the researcher 
to delve deeply into interpreting and analysing the meanings and experiences of 
participants (Maxwell, 1997), as well as to better understand and explain the 
unfolding processes (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p.53; Dawson, 2003, p.87).  A 
case study approach was chosen to study the consulting engagements, given its 
appropriateness for studying research questions with a process (how) focus (Yin, 
2003) – where the desire is to understand complex social phenomena – and its 
suitability for tracing organisational change processes in their natural contexts 
(Dawson, 2012; Stensaker & Langley, 2010).  Stake (1995) describes the use of a 
case study in this context as being about a search for patterns and a quest to find 
the underlying mechanisms to explain observed processes, which aligns with the 
critical realist approach.  
The qualitative case study approach also allows for thick description (Geertz, 
1973) that enables the unique context of each case and the individual perceptions 
of participants to emerge and be described (Stake, 1995, p.42).  A case study 
approach allows the researcher to better understand the dynamics present within 
single settings (Eisenhardt, 1989).  A case study approach was particularly suitable 
for studying consultant–client interaction during workshops, as it allows for the 
study of ‘... social action in its natural setting as it takes place in interaction’ 
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(Sarantakos, 1993, p.261).  Case studies are also able to easily accommodate a 
variety of evidence (Yin, 2003, p.8; Eisenhardt, 2002) such as interviews, 
observations, documents and artefacts, and thereby capture and retain the ‘rich 
ambiguities of social life and social narrative’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p.430). 
A multiple case design was followed, to allow for replication logic (Yin, 2003, 
p.47) which treats each case as an independent analytic unit (Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007).  Each case was analysed first as an independent unit by means 
of within-case analysis, following which cross-case comparison allowed for the 
testing of emergent theoretical insights between cases.  This cross-case synthesis 
also served to bolster the external validity of the study (Eisenhardt, 1989).  
A widely noted limitation of the case study approach is generalisability (Stake, 
1995, p.7; Flyvbjerg, 2004), with the case often not meaningful to an organisation 
other than the one in which the research was conducted (Marshall & Rossman, 
2011).  Similarly, Yin (2003, p.32) notes that case studies cannot aim for statistical 
generalisation, but should rather focus on analytical generalisation, or what Stake 
(1995, p.8) refers to as particularisation.  Taking cognisance of these limitations, 
the research therefore did not set out to generalise or develop truth statements, but 
rather to describe and explain the unique context of each case as accurately and 
comprehensively as possible.  The researcher also actively addressed the bias of 
verification (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p.234) typically thought to be inherent in the case 
study approach, which relates to a tendency to confirm a researcher’s 
preconceived notions.  Similarly, while a critical realist perspective acknowledges 
that reality is value-laden (Van de Ven, 2007) it does require an examination of the 
underlying mechanisms.  In response, the researcher applied rigour (Coffey & 
Atkinson, 1996) in the write-up and analysis of the cases. 
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Choice of cases   
A purposive sampling strategy of typical cases was followed.  Purposive sampling 
relates to selecting cases according to pre-specified criteria (Pidgeon & Henwood, 
2004) and on the basis of relevance to the research questions and can improve the 
representativeness of the research (Silverman, 2010; Stake 2005).  Cases were 
selected according to engagement criteria as set out in Table 3.1.  
Engagement Criteria Rationale 
It should be a formal consulting engagement with 
clear start and end dates. 
To assist with clearly 
delineating or bounding 
(Silverman, 2010, p.138) 
the case to be studied. 
A structured contracting or tendering process need 
not have been followed, but expected deliverables 
or outcomes of the engagement should have been 
documented prior to the start of the engagement. 
 To enable a comparison 
between pre-engagement 
expectations and delivery.  
One of the expected outcomes should be new 
knowledge for the client. This can be phrased in 
multiple ways, for instance new ideas or learning, 
and need not have been formally documented.  
To enable the use of a 
knowledge shaping focus 
to study the engagement.   
The primary means of the knowledge exchange 
should be through direct (face-to-face) interaction 
between consultants and clients. 
To enable observation of 




The engagement should entail structured 
interaction sessions such as workshops to observe 
knowledge shaping between consultants and 
clients. Formal training sessions (Occupational 
Training) were therefore excluded given the limited 
knowledge shaping interactions in such sessions.    
To enable the observation 
of specific events or 
moments of transition that 
can be analysed in terms of 
knowledge shaping 
processes. 
There should be an expectation that one or more of 
the client team members will be tasked with 
continuing the knowledge shaping after the end of 
the engagement.  This expectation could be explicit 
– for instance part of the individual’s formal 
performance indicators – or implied through the 
individual’s position or role in the client organisation.  
To enable the study of 
knowledge shaping within 
the organisation post-
engagement and to study 
whether client knowing has 
occurred. 
     
Table 3.1 Engagement criteria used to select cases 
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As explained in Chapter 2, several researchers (Nikolova et al., 2009; Sturdy et al., 
2009c) have noted difficulties in gaining access to consulting engagements based 
on issues such as:  
 consultants’ reluctance to have their practices scrutinised or allow direct 
access to their clients; 
 multiple stakeholder involvement and need for permission from all 
parties; and  
 the often sensitive, or commercial-in-confidence, content of the 
engagement.  
The researcher’s experience in obtaining cases to study did bear out the 
above cautions.  Numerous suitable cases were identified and pursued, however 
the confidentiality surrounding the consultant–client relationship in particular proved 
to be a stumbling point.  The request for participation was strengthened and 
access therefore easier to negotiate by the researcher taking more of an engaged 
scholarship approach (Van de Ven, 2007) to the participating organisations.  This 
entailed the researcher feeding back practical insights into the organisations 
related to consultant–client interaction and knowledge shaping, after the 
completion of data collection.  During observation, the researcher took the role as 
observer only which also assisted in making participants feel more at ease and less 
as though they were being judged. 
While case selection was strongly influenced by access issues, the cases 
selected for Study 1 and 2 met the criteria as outlined in Table 3.1 and can be 
regarded as typical exemplars of consulting engagements where the shaping of 
knowing took place through consultant–client interaction.  While the limitations in 
the sampling strategy are acknowledged, for the purposes of investigating 
knowledge shaping processes in a consulting context, the cases selected in Study 
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1 and 2 provided a sound basis for exploratory research.  Consulting engagements 
are diverse in nature – for instance in duration and participants – and the chosen 
sample allowed for the in-depth investigation of knowledge shaping processes in 
each stage of the consulting engagement in several types of engagement.  All the 
selected cases were studied as ‘complete cases’ (Yin, 2014, p.202), as the 
boundaries of each case could be clearly scoped for data collection purposes; the 
researcher was able to collect all evidence relevant to each case during a given 
time period; and there were no artifactual conditions – such as running out of time 
or exhausting resources – that constrained data collection.   
Study 1 and 2 represented nine consulting engagements and were deemed 
sufficient for studying consultant–client interaction (Research Question 1) based on 
Eisenhardt’s (2002, p.26) advice to stop adding cases when ‘theoretical saturation’ 
was reached.  Study 3 comprised six structured interviews with clients to further 
illuminate the client experience of applying engagement knowledge in the 
organisation after the formal end of the engagement, which represents Research 
Question 2.  A brief overview of the three studies follows.  
Study 1: NOTPROFIT 
NOTPROFIT is a not-for-profit management consultancy, established in 1993, that 
delivers subsidised consulting services to SMEs (Small and Medium Enterprises) in 
the Australian manufacturing industry.  NOTPROFIT positions itself as a niche 
consultancy, stating that it provides ‘specialist knowledge and expertise to help 
manufacturers implement workforce development strategies, operational 
enhancements and innovations, and to link industry with major projects, 
researchers and technology solutions’ (NOTPROFIT website, n.d.) (emphasis 
added).  NOTPROFIT has a distinctive consulting model in that the bulk of its 
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income is derived from work that is fully or partly subsidised by the state 
government. 
Six consultants from the Performance Improvement division were shadowed 
on eight different engagements to observe the consulting process and knowledge 
shaping in action.  The consulting engagements were delivered by individual 
consultants with clients typically being the owner/manager of SMEs and their key 
staff.  One of the distinguishing characteristics of the NOTPROFIT engagements 
was the ‘short, sharp’ nature of the engagement with most comprising only two 
structured interaction events (workshops), typically spaced within a week of each 
other.  Three types of engagement were studied: 
i. Assessment engagements which comprised a 53-item questionnaire 
aimed at generating client insights by highlighting the differences 
between the client organisation’s current and ideal state related to 
meeting requirements for large-scale manufacturing projects such as 
defence and government projects.  The research studied three 
assessment engagements.  
ii. Strategy engagements which focused on addressing an aspect of the 
client organisation’s manufacturing strategy.  The research studied three 
strategy engagements, with two focusing on manufacturing specifically 
and one on the client organisation’s innovation strategy. 
iii.  Production process improvement engagements which focused on visible 
changes to the production process that would result in improved 
throughput, better production flow and reduced downtime.  The research 
studied two process improvement engagements, both focusing on 
delivering a factory layout and Value Stream Map (VSM) for the client 
organisations. 
 82 Chapter 3: Methods 
 
Study 2: Electro 
Electro is a privately owned company responsible for operating and developing the 
electricity distribution network in an Australian state, and also the delivery of 
electricity to more than 820,000 residential and business customers.  It depends 
heavily on project management tools, such as IT systems, to assist with the 
planning and implementation of thousands of work projects annually.  Electro is 
one of the state’s largest organisations and employs more than 1,800 people 
(Electro Annual Report, A18).   
The study investigated a project to assess the feasibility of implementing a 
new software solution – SAP PPM – for project and programme management 
purposes within Electro.  PPM is a module of the SAP ERP-system and would 
allow Electro project managers to manage projects in a consistent manner.  In this 
case the project team comprised a combination of Electro staff and external 
consulting contractors.  The project manager was an Electro employee, the second 
team member a permanent contractor to Electro and the third a technical specialist 
consultant contracted specifically for his knowledge of the software solution.  The 
roles in the consulting team were Project Manager, Solutions Architect and 
Business Analyst.  As a group, the consultants had around 20 years’ experience in 
the SAP ERP system.    
Study 3: In-depth interviews 
This study comprised in-depth interviews with six clients who had completed a 
consulting engagement in the previous six months and had been tasked with 
applying knowledge from the engagement in their organisations.  In all six cases, 
the consulting engagement had been undertaken by a ‘Big Four’ / ‘Big Five’ 
consultancy.   
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In contrast to Study 1, which focused on SMEs (Small and Medium 
Enterprises), the Study 3 interviewees all represented large companies, as detailed 
in Table 3.2.  All six were experienced consulting clients who had participated in 
numerous consulting engagements at the time of the interviews.  They held mid-
level management or functional specialist positions and were responsible for 
implementing consulting knowledge in their organisations.  This aligns with 
Caldwell’s (2003) call to study the challenges faced by mid-level managers and 
functional specialists as this is the group most often tasked with embedding 




A Project Manager Government health department 
B Enterprise Systems Manager Infrastructure provider  
C Process Owner Telecommunications company 
D Implementation Manager Telecommunications company 
E Finance Manager Utilities provider 
F Service Delivery Manager Utilities provider 
Table 3.2 Clients interviewed for Study 3 
The purpose of the interviews was to provide specific insight into the client’s 
experience after the end of the formal consulting engagement.  This allowed the 
researcher to gain a more in- depth understanding of the knowledge shaping 
processes that take place after the end of consultant–client interactions, or what is 
referred to as the post-engagement stage in this study.  The findings from these 
interviews have been incorporated in Chapter 6, which focuses on the post-
engagement stage. 
 84 Chapter 3: Methods 
Processual research design  
Significant deliberation was given to designing the study in a way to best make 
visible the emergent nature of the research questions without unduly pre-empting 
or simplifying the unfolding events.  It was important to identify an approach that 
would allow the surfacing of the knowledge shaping processes over time as well as 
capture the richness of the phenomena.  In particular, the research design had to 
allow for the capture of moments of transition (Van de Ven & Huber, 1990) in terms 
of how consultants and clients identified and crossed knowledge boundaries and 
developed their identities through participation in the engagement.  A processual 
research approach was therefore incorporated into the research design given its 
suitability to understanding the dynamics of organisational change in a specific 
context and over a period of time (Van de Ven, 2007; Dawson, 1997).  
Van de Ven (2007) distinguishes between two definitions of process used to 
explain organisational change: i) a category of concepts or variables that pertain to 
actions and activities and ii) a narrative describing how things develop and change.  
In the first definition, process is associated with a variance theory approach, which 
typically results in a quantitative research design.  The second definition takes an 
event-driven approach and often draws on a story or narrative to explain the 
temporal order and sequence of change events. 
The study adopted the latter definition and drew strongly on Van de Ven’s 
recommendations (2007, Chapter 7) to design process research.  While these 
recommendations assisted with focusing data analysis and collection, the 
researcher also noted Van de Ven’s caution related to the complexity of process 
research: ‘… most organisational change processes can be exceedingly complex, 
and far beyond the explanatory capabilities of any single process theory found in 
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the literature’ (Van De Ven, 2007, p.205) – a widely held view (Hinings, 2010; 
Langley, 1999; Ferlie & McNulty, 1997). 
Processual research is about ‘catching reality in flight’ (Pettigrew, 1997, 
p.338) and involves ‘… the dynamic study of behaviour in organisations, focusing 
on organisational context, sequences of incidents, activities and actions which 
unfold over time’ (Ferlie & McNulty, 1997, p.368).  A processual approach to 
organisational change also acknowledges and highlights the importance of rhetoric 
and persuasion (Dawson, 2003).     
Langley (1999) describes four characteristics of process data that make it 
difficult to analyse and manipulate, including that data is in multiple units and levels 
of analysis; and often has ambiguous boundaries – for instance, a concept such as 
learning is difficult to isolate.  The complexity of process data therefore 
necessitates the clear definition of a process study’s boundaries, for instance 
through the choice of a specific vocabulary (Pettigrew, 1997).  In addition, 
researchers should be clear about the primary unit of analysis, how the context of a 
case is to be defined and operationalised, and the time frame of the study.  For this 
study, aspects of knowledge shaping acted as focal point to assist with structuring 
the data collection and analysis process.  The table below shows how this was 
approached in this research design: 
Unit of analysis The unit of analysis was the consulting engagement, which 
contained several knowledge shaping events.      
Context  Knowledge shaping processes within two contexts were 
considered:  consultant–client interaction during the 
consulting engagement; and how clients applied knowledge 
within their organisation post-engagement.   
Time frame Consulting engagements were divided into three temporal 
stages for data collection and analysis purposes, namely pre-
engagement, engagement and post-engagement.  
 
Table 3.3 Boundaries of the process study design 
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The five essential needs of process research (Pettigrew, 1997, p.346) were 
also addressed in designing the research, namely the need to:   
i. study changes in their context (embeddedness); 
ii. study change over time and identify the timing and sequencing of events; 
iii. recognise that context and action are always intertwined; 
iv. identify patterns and interrelated links among a range of features; 
v. examine outcomes in comparative case settings to explore how context and 
process explain divergence in outcome (use outcomes as a focus for 
processual analysis).  
Engaged scholarship   
Engaged scholarship is a form of practice-focused research (Kearins, 2011) and 
has been described as ‘a participative form of research for obtaining the advice 
and perspectives of key stakeholders (researchers, users, clients, sponsors, and 
practitioners) to understand a complex social problem’ (Van de Ven, 2007, p.9).  
During discussions with participating organisations to plan data collection, the 
researcher therefore also investigated opportunities for the organisations to obtain 
insights into everyday issues relating to consulting practice, provided these could 
be seamlessly incorporated into the data collection process.  This was supported 
by the researcher’s experience as organisational change consultant, enabling her 
to offer the participating organisations practical insights and recommendations 
related to consulting practice. 
For instance, Study 1 (NOTPROFIT) wanted to gain information about the 
consistency of delivery of consulting interventions, given that its consultants 
operated as individuals.  The consultancy also wanted to assess the extent to 
which clients were being taken ‘on a journey’ with the consulting organisation 
(I10v).  Following the completion of data collection, the researcher developed a 
feedback report and presented this in formal feedback sessions to the 
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organisation.  A copy of the report was also emailed to all participants.  Similarly, in 
Study 2 (Electro), the IT manager wanted to gain further insight into the functioning 
of a blended consultant team comprising internal and external consultants.  
Feedback was provided to the organisation after data collection. 
The researcher also used this process of giving feedback to participants as a 
means of testing and validating the findings (Van de Ven, 2007).  The researcher 
recorded additional comments from the feedback sessions and reviewed these as 
part of verifying and further explaining the findings.   
DATA COLLECTION  
Multiple methods 
In keeping with a case study approach, multiple methods were employed to collect 
data.  These constituted observation of key events, structured and semi-structured 
interviews, participant diaries and documents.  Each of these will be discussed in 
detail in this section. 
In selecting data collection methods, it was important to find methods that 
would allow the researcher to be open to different perspectives (Van de Ven, 2007) 
and also allow for the triangulation of data collection (Patton, 1999).  To align with 
a critical realist approach, the selected methods had to enable the capture of the 
individual’s experience of the consulting engagement, as well as the unfolding 
knowledge shaping processes.  The methods also had to make visible patterns of 
interpretation (Jarzabkowski, 2003) that emerged from consultant–client interaction 
and knowledge shaping activities. 
Table 3.4 describes the specific engagement aspects that each data 
collection method sought to bring to light. 
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Data collection method Aspects made visible 
Observation   Direct experience of knowledge shaping processes  
during consultant–client interaction sessions 
A means of verifying individual accounts as given in the 
interviews 
Interviews Clients’ and consultants’ individual experience and 
interpretation of the consulting engagement 
Changes in the individual experience over time (by 
means of multiple interviews) 
Perceived outcomes of the engagement 
Client diaries (logs) Offers a means of tracking events in the researcher’s 
absence 
Captures clients’ experiences of continuing knowledge 
shaping within the organisational context post-
engagement 
Documentary analysis Record keeping (such as action plan points) 
Records codified knowledge, for instance reports 
produced as part of the consulting engagement 
Enables comparison between documentary evidence 
and observational data 
Table 3.4 Aspects made visible by each data collection method 
The first step in undertaking data collection for each study was to obtain 
approval from QUT’s Ethics Committee, submitting the university information sheet, 
consent form, cover letter, research proposal, confidentiality agreement and 
interview questions.  Participants were informed that participation in the study was 
voluntary and that they had the option of withdrawing at any stage of the research.  
Participants were also informed about the use of the data collected and granted 
permission for the findings to be published in the thesis and academic journals 
without any specific reference to individuals or organisations.  
Longitudinal data collection 
In keeping with the processual nature of the research design and to enable the 
examination of continuous processes in context (Van de Ven, 2007), data was 
collected longitudinally over the course of a consulting engagement.  Various 
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frameworks adopting a stage or lifecycle approach to consulting engagements 
were reviewed, for example the ASAP (SAP, 2010) and the PRINCE2 (Bentley, 
2010) frameworks.  Based on this review, it was decided to structure data collection 






Figure 3.1 Three typical project lifecycle stages used to structure data collection 
Each stage had a specific focus in terms of data collection:  
i. Pre-engagement stage – This stage relates to the planning of the 
engagement and the setting of expectations as well as agreeing 
engagement outcomes and deliverables between consultancies and client 
organisations.  Data collection in this stage therefore focused on 
obtaining a better understanding of the nature of the engagement; for 
instance the expected knowledge shaping processes, implementation 
approach and expected outcomes.  Data collection took place through 
semi-structured interviews with clients and consultants, as well as a 
review of engagement start-up documents such as Terms of Reference or 
emails to organise the logistics of the engagement.   
ii. Engagement stage – This stage covers the formal consulting engagement, 
including the planned client–consultant interaction sessions.  Data 
collection therefore focused on the client–consultant interaction sessions 
and how knowledge shaping was enacted during these sessions.  The 
focus was also on describing the knowledge boundaries, understanding 
the knowledge shaping processes employed, and the role of boundary 
objects in moving the knowledge across boundaries.  Data collection was 
through observation of structured engagement sessions.  Documents 
such as workshop PowerPoint
TM
 presentations and interim reports were 
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iii. Post-engagement stage – This stage covers the point in time from when the 
engagement ends – that is, when the consultants leave the client site or 
the final deliverable is handed over.  The focus of data collection at this 
stage was therefore on the clients’ experience of applying engagement 
knowledge within their everyday working environment.  Data was 
collected by means of semi-structured interviews with clients, asking them 
to reflect on their approaches and experiences, as well as an analysis of 
client diaries based on weekly documentation of experiences over a four- 
week period.  Post-engagement interviews with consultants also provided 
data on their perception of the engagement.  Documents that supported 
this analysis included final reports.  
Table 3.5 summarises the data collection methods per engagement stage 



































Experience of the engagement and of 
applying engagement knowledge within 
the organisation 
Unfolding of knowledge shaping 




As detailed in Table 3.9 
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Data collected during the pre-engagement engagement stages were used to 
answer Research Question 1: How do management consultants and clients shape 
knowing?  Data collected during the post-engagement stage was used to analyse 
to answer Research Question 2: How do clients enact knowing post-engagement? 
Each stage highlighted a specific aspect of the research questions and the 
findings have therefore been presented according to the stages, as illustrated in 







Figure 3.2  Alignment of Research Questions to engagement stages 
and thematic analysis of findings  
At the same time, it needs to be highlighted that the stages are interlinked 
and therefore the researcher kept an integrated, big-picture view in mind during 
synthesis of the data. 
Observation 
Observation is the primary method for gaining access to group processes (Van de 
Ven & Huber, 1990).  Observation can also make visible discrepancies between 
what people have said in interviews and casual conversations, and what they 
actually do (Pettigrew, 1990).  In this study, observation was applied as the primary 
method of collecting data related to the consulting process and knowledge shaping 
interactions between management consultants and clients.  While there are four 





Research Question 1 Research Question 2 
Chapter 4 
  
Chapter 5 Chapter 6 
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observer only, which has also been referred to as the complete observer role (Gold 
(1969), cited in May, 2001, p.155) to minimise the researcher’s impact on the 
unfolding processes.  In the role of observer, the researcher attended workshops 
and meetings, but did not actively participate in any of these events.  This was also 
explained to participants at the start of each session to provide them with a sense 
of comfort.  
The researcher observed structured consultant–client interaction sessions 
where knowledge shaping was most likely to occur.  These events mostly 
comprised a workshop format.  Inevitably, attending the workshops – which often 
took place over several days – also meant the researcher had insight into the 
informal interactions between consultants and clients, for instance during coffee 
breaks.  In order to retain the observer-only role, the researcher did not document 
information from these informal situations and consciously avoided other social 
engagements such as the ‘meal out’ which is a typical consulting ritual and way of 
building the client–consultant relationship (Sturdy, Schwarz & Spicer, 2006).  The 
reasoning was that the researcher wanted insight only into what the participants 
were willing to share in the recorded interviews and structured interaction sessions.  
In total, the researcher observed 24 workshops with an average duration of 2 hours 
each: 
 NOTPROFIT Electro TOTAL 
Number of  
workshops observed 
16 8 24 
Total number of hours 
of workshops observed 
31 hrs 51 mins 15 hrs 07 mins 46 hrs 58 mins 
 Table 3.6 Number and duration of structured knowledge shaping events observed  
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One drawback of observation is the potential for researcher impact on the 
process being observed.  In this regard, the observation of multiple sessions, 
occurring as part of the day-to-day project activities, served to reduce the potential 
researcher impact by making the researcher part of the engagement setting.  The 
researcher felt satisfied that participants were interacting as they would if she were 
not present.   
Another drawback of observing structured sessions only is that the 
researcher may miss out on moments of transition (Van de Ven & Huber, 1990) 
that happen outside these sessions.  This was mitigated by supplementing 
observation data with post-engagement interviews and participant diaries. 
The observed sessions were audio-recorded (with written permission from all 
participants) and supplemented with observation notes made by the researcher 
during the sessions.  The researcher employed a dual-column note taking 
approach (Bouma & Ling, 2004) to separate actual observations from insights 
about what was unfolding.  This dual-column approach enabled easier 
interpretation of the data during the analysis stage.  A pre-configured observation 
protocol was developed which was theoretically informed and contained sensitising 
constructs (Patton, 2002; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Blumer, 1954) and key phrases 
and reminders for the researcher of what to look for, in order to help structure and 
make sense of the observations.  During observation, the researcher was 
particularly focused on identifying instances where a knowledge boundary had 
been identified and on the behaviours employed by the participants in recognising 
and addressing the knowledge boundary.  
 
 
 94 Chapter 3: Methods 
Table 3.7 describes the sensitising constructs incorporated into the 
observation protocol:  




Who identifies the knowledge boundary? 
Type of boundary (syntactic – information transfer only; 
semantic – translation or explanation of terminology; 




What process is employed? (transfer, translate, transform) 
Does the process match the knowledge boundary? 
Is the boundary successfully bridged?  
Boundary Objects What boundary objects are used in assisting with boundary 
identification and bridging? 
Consultant and 
client knowledge 
shaping behaviours  
What types of knowledge shaping behaviours do 
consultants and clients employ in terms of boundary 
identification and bridging? (for instance questioning;  
challenging; informing; using examples)   
Engagement 
process 
What is the sequence of events for each workshop? 
Does the consultant adhere to or deviate from the planned 
engagement process?   
  Table 3.7 Sensitising constructs incorporated into observation protocol 
Interviews  
In Study 1 and 2, semi-structured interviews were chosen as the method to obtain 
insights from both management consultants and clients related to their individual 
experiences of the consulting engagement and the knowledge shaping processes.  
In Study 3 a structured interview approach was followed to enable comparison 
amongst the experiences of the six clients and those investigated during Study 1 
and 2.  In the case study approach, interviews represent the ‘main road to multiple 
realities’ (Stake, 1995, p.64) and allow the researcher to access areas of social 
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reality that are inaccessible through observation alone, such as an individual’s 
subjective experiences and attitudes (Perakyla, 2005, p.869).   
In Study 1 and 2, interviews made use of pre-determined, semi-structured 
questions and prompts to engage the participants (Gillham, 2005), retain focus on 
the research questions (especially given the multi-disciplinary nature of the 
research), but simultaneously allow for free-flowing narrative conversation and the 
establishment of a rapport with the respondents (Rapley, 2004).  The interview 
protocol was also used to ensure a consistent pathway to analysing the data 
(Gillham, 2005).  As with the observation protocol, several theoretically informed 
sensitising constructs were used to develop the semi-structured interview 
questions.  (See Appendix G and H for the interview protocols.)  Mirror-type 
questions were prepared for interviews with management consultants and clients.  
These were analysed using a versus type analysis (Saldana, 2009; Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007) in which the different perspectives of management consultants 
and clients were compared.  
Study 3 comprised six structured interviews with clients who had participated 
in a consulting engagement within the last six months and had been tasked with 
applying engagement ideas and knowledge within their organisations post-
engagement.  The objective of these interviews was to build on the findings in 
Study 1 and 2, by focusing specifically on how clients applied consulting 
knowledge in their organisations post-engagement.   
A total of 22 management consultant interviews and 34 client interviews were 
conducted for the research, comprising 30 hours of interviews.  Several contextual 
interviews were also conducted with senior staff in NOTPROFIT and Electro to give 
the researcher a better insight into the background of each research site.  
Interviews were audiotaped and transcribed for data analysis purposes.  
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Table 3.8 provides an overview of the number of interviews conducted per 
study: 







16 6 n/a 
Client interviews 20 8 6 
Other (contextual 
interviews) 
             3 
i) General Manager: 
Strategy & Growth 









Manager of division 
observed 
           3  
i) IT Manager 
ii) Strategy Manager 




 Table 3.8 Number of interviews conducted per study  
A potential drawback of interviews is that they are open to manipulation, for 
instance positive self-representation by participants.  This is particularly relevant in 
the case of management consultants who are generally well skilled in conveying a 
positive impression of themselves and their work (Sturdy et al., 2007).  The 
likelihood of this occurring was mitigated by conducting two interviews with each 
participant over the course of the research, and aggregating feedback to avoid 
over-representing one individual view.  Instead, the aim was to build a 
representative picture of the experience of being a management consultant or 
client.  
 Chapter 3: Methods 97 
Participant Diaries 
Participant diaries are an example of a self-reporting measure.  Diaries are an 
established means of collecting data and useful in real-time research when there is 
a need to track events longitudinally from the perspective of the participant, for 
instance to repeatedly capture data on a particular type of activity (Balogun & 
Johnson, 2005; 1998).  Higher frequency of data collection is possible with diaries 
than with interviews, which reduces the likelihood of forgotten events or 
experiences (Lewis, Sligo & Massey, 2005).  Diaries also allow participants to 
record both their thoughts and their actions (Toms & Duff, 2002).  However, there 
is little written guidance for their use (Balogun & Johnson, 1998).   
Balogun, Huff & Johnson (2003) distinguish three types of participant diary, 
namely life-history, memoirs or log.  In this study, the log format was used to 
capture key events and changes over time from the individual client perspective.  
The following excerpt from a Study 1 participant illustrates the diary entries 
received:  
We have six items on our action plan which will certainly improve our 
opportunities in winning major projects.  We have started work on five of these 
and the only thing I would say currently is that our finish dates on some of 
these are a little optimistic, but this is normally the case at X (company name).  
We are currently shortlisted for the Y Tender which will give us a five year 
contract for $10M if successful and have reviewed the process up to the point 
of submission but will have to wait for the outcome (Good or Bad) before we 
finish the review and make necessary changes/improvements to our process. 
I am confident that all six of the action plan items will improve our business as 
well as stick and become part of continuous improvement as they are all key 
areas of our business. 
(Client diary entry, Study 1) 
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Participant diaries were used in Study 1 and 2 to assess whether and how 
the knowledge shaping process continued after the formal end of the engagement.  
Clients were asked to keep a diary for four weeks following the formal end of the 
engagement, as signified by the handover of the deliverables.  Clients were asked 
to make a diary entry once a week and submit these electronically (via email) to the 
researcher.  A four-week period was identified as sufficient to track further 
knowledge shaping activities after the formal end of the engagement.  Participants 
were asked to record their reflections related to: 
 any actions related to the outcome of the engagement (for instance for 
NOTPROFIT clients, activities related to implementing the action plan);  
 activities related specifically to sharing knowledge or new ideas from the 
consulting engagement with the rest of the organisation; and  
 their impressions related to the ease with which they could apply 
engagement knowledge and ideas within their organisational context.    
The diary entries were also verified with clients during the post-engagement 
interviews and clarification sought on any comments that were unclear.  A total of 
63 diary entries were received over the course of the research, submitted by 12 
NOTPROFIT clients and 4 Electro clients.  
Documents 
Document analysis was applied to triangulate data collection, primarily from a 
factual perspective to balance out the impressionistic data from other methods 
(Dawson, 1997).  A review of project documents also showed how knowledge was 
being codified and potentially how this impacted on applying engagement 
knowledge in the client organisations.  May (2001) points out that documents are 
interesting not only from the perspective of what they contain, but for what they 
leave out.  In that sense, documents ‘do not reflect, but also construct social reality 
and versions of events’ (p.183).  
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The following engagement-related documents were analysed:  





Various emails relating to organisation of 
structured interaction events (project 
administration)  
X X  
Letter of Engagement (sent as an email) X X  
Interim 53-item questionnaire report X   
Project background documentation (such 
as scope of work documentation)   
 X  
PowerPoint
TM
 presentations used in 
workshops 
X X X 
Final Report 
X  X 
Feasibility Report 
 X  
Factory layout graphics 
5S worksheets  
Value stream mapping worksheets 
X   
Table 3.9 Documents investigated per study 
DATA ANALYSIS 
Approach to analysis 
Similar to the need to make clear epistemological and ontological choices at the 
outset, the research process also calls for definite decisions related to the analysis 
of the data, the representation of each case and the synthesis of multiple cases.  
This section aims to reflect some of the decisions in this regard.       
In developing the approach to data analysis, the researcher aimed to find a 
balance between maintaining the richness of the data and letting the data ‘speak 
for itself’ (Wolcott, 1994, p.26) – while still undertaking a sufficiently comprehensive 
treatment of the data (Silverman, 2010; Ritchie & Spencer, 2002, p.310) to allow 
for rigour and ‘thick analysis’ (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p.16).  Thick analysis is 
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akin to thick description (Geertz, 1973) and recognises the value of multiple 
analytic strategies. 
The qualitative and processual nature of the data had a specific impact on 
the approach to data analysis.  According to Ritchie and Spencer (cited in 
Huberman & Miles, 2002, p.309), material collected through qualitative methods is 
invariably ’unstructured and unwieldy’ and much of the researcher’s task is to focus 
on providing coherence and structure to this data set ‘… while retaining a hold of 
the original accounts and observations’.  Similarly, Dawson (2003, p.114) describes 
the analysis of process data as the ‘long vigil’:  
“Analysis is often the hardest task of all ... in essence a processual analysis 
involves breaking down data into the various constituent components, then 
locating data under one or a number of different categories or sub-
categories, before building connections across research material as a 
whole. … processual analysis centres on decoupling, classifying and 
recombining data to develop, redefine and create concepts that enable the 
presentation of new accounts.” 
After initially grappling with a need to identify and apply the single most 
appropriate method for analysing and representing case data, the researcher found 
it heartening to realise that this aspect of the research process was very much 
open to a variety of approaches (Eisenhardt, 2002; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p.2) 
and that in analysing process data ‘… there is no substitute for dirty hands’ 
(Dawson, 2003, p.105).  In fact, the use of multiple analytic strategies was 
encouraged for qualitative case data (Eisenhardt, 1989; Langley, 1999).  It was 
particularly at this stage of the research process that the researcher came to 
appreciate the extent to which qualitative research is both an ‘art’ (Stake, 1995) 
and a ‘craft’ (Cunliffe, 2010) and that the analysis of qualitative data entails an 
element of researcher ‘creativity’ (Patton, 1999, p.1205), ‘intuition’ (Ritchie & 
Spencer, 2002, p.321; Pettigrew, 1997, p.346) and ‘synthesis’ (Swanborn, 2010, 
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p.115) which, while difficult to articulate, comprises an essential part of researcher 
know-how which had to be acknowledged as a part of the interpretation process. 
The use of multiple cases also impacted on the analysis approach.  While 
analyses of case study evidence is difficult, because the strategies and techniques 
have not been well defined or codified (Yin, 2003, p.109; Eisenhardt, 2002), there 
is a growing body of literature that discusses and guides the analysis of multiple 
cases in particular (for instance Stake, 1995).  After much deliberation and wider 
reading of qualitative methods guides, the researcher designed a synthesised 
approach, drawing on established case study analysis methods (for instance Yin, 
2003; Eisenhardt, 2002; 1998; Stake, 1995).  
In terms of analysing the data, the approach started with a within-case 
analysis for each research site.  The within-case analysis allowed for the unique 
patterns of each case to emerge and also gave the researcher a ‘rich familiarity’ 
(Eisenhardt, 2002, p.18) with each case to accelerate cross-case comparison.  For 
Study 1 (NOTPROFIT) in particular, a comprehensive within-case analysis was 
essential given that the overall study comprised eight separate short consulting 
engagements.  The within-case analysis and write-up was followed by a cross-case 
analysis (Yin, 2003) and synthesis of key themes (Swanborn, 2010).  Yin’s (2003) 
advice – that cross-case synthesis relies strongly on argumentative interpretation, 
not numeric tallies – was borne in mind.  
The researcher drew on the Framework method (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002) to 
devise a strategy for data reduction and synthesis as it offered a dynamic, yet 
systematic and comprehensive way of analysing the data.  Framework has five key 
stages:  
i. Familiarisation with the material – which involves immersion in the data, for 
instance through listening to audio recordings, reading transcripts and 
studying observational notes. 
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ii. Identifying a thematic framework – a process started in familiarisation when 
the researcher starts the process of abstraction and conceptualisation (so 
sets up a thematic framework through which the material can be sifted 
and sorted).  Ritchie & Spencer point out that “… devising and refining a 
thematic framework is not an automatic or mechanical process, but 
involves both logical and intuitive thinking.  It involves making judgments 
about meaning, about the relevance and importance of issues, and about 
implicit connections between ideas” (p.314). 
iii. Indexing – labelling the data into manageable ‘bites’ for subsequent 
retrieval and exploration. 
iv. Charting – building a picture of the data as a whole by ‘lifting’ data from the 
original context and rearranging it according to the appropriate thematic 
reference.  This involves abstraction and synthesis, but the original text 
should always be referenced so the source can be traced. 
v. Mapping and Interpretation – pulling together the key characteristics of the 
data and mapping and interpreting the data set as a whole.   
 
While presented in a linear fashion here, it must be noted that data analysis 
and writing up were an iterative process, which is not uncommon for qualitative 
approaches.  Given that qualitative data analysis deals with ‘meaningful talk and 
action’ (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p.5),  the process of analysis should not be 
viewed as a distinct stage of research, but rather as a reflexive activity cycling 
between data collection, writing and further data collection.  
Data familiarisation 
The researcher immersed herself in the data from each research site through the 
following activities: 
i. Transcribing interviews – The researcher transcribed the interviews and 
simultaneously noted key points that stood out from the interviews for 
follow-up. 
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ii. Writing up each case – A ‘narrative account’ (Elliott, 2005, p.6) was 
developed for each research site.  This step proved particularly helpful for 
the NOTPROFIT study, where eight separate engagements had to be 
described and understood in each one’s unique context, but also overall 
as a case of a single management consultancy.  The detailed writing up 
helped organise and integrate the substantive amount of data, generated 
from multiple sources within each case (Wolcott, 2009; Eisenhardt, 2002). 
The researcher followed Bourgeois and Eisenhardt’s (1988) advice to aim 
to for a write up of 5 to 25 pages per case.  While starting as ‘simply pure 
descriptions’ (Eisenhardt, 2002, p.17), the writing up yielded a detailed 
narrative account, thereby providing a greater sense of context and 
contrast between the different participant experiences.  In addition, by 
drawing on this initial written account in the final presentation of the 
findings, the potential trustworthiness (Silverman, 2010) of the account 
could be improved.  The writing up of each case also made visible some 
patterns, hunches and surprises or unexpected findings for the 
researcher to probe further during more structured analysis. 
iii. Replaying workshop recordings – Drawing on the observation notes from 
workshops, recordings from workshops were replayed, specifically to 
verify the instances of knowledge boundary identification and crossing.  
Excerpts from these moments were captured and transcribed for later 
coding and analysis.    
Data structuring and display 
In order to make sense of the data, data was reduced and organised.  In finding a 
way to work in a structured manner with the rich data, the three-step approach as 
detailed specifically by Miles and Huberman (1994) was followed.  It is important to 
note that although useful, this approach focuses primarily on representational 
techniques and not on strategies for analysis (Swanborn, 2010, p.122).  
In this step, the qualitative software programme NVivo
TM
 was utilised to 
organise information in a more relevant and reliable way, and to support a high 
level of condensation, category structuring and meaning interpretation (Bazeley, 
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2007).  NVivo
TM
 supports researchers to ensure rigour in the analytical process of 
qualitative research, ‘ranging from deeply reflective analysis to analytic processing 
of large volumes of text resources’ (Bazeley, 2007, p. 5).  Interview and participant 
diary data was coded using NVivo
TM
 software to assist with organising the data and 
surfacing patterns and themes.  A first-order coding approach was followed to 
identify themes related to the observed knowledge shaping processes.  To focus 
the initial data organisation and coding, a priori codes were generated from 
sensitising constructs (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996) aligned with the research 
questions and used in the interview and observation protocols.  Open codes were 
added as new themes emerged, for instance with Study 1, the notion of 
‘engagement timing’ became prevalent early on and was incorporated as a code.  
A chunked approach to coding (Saldana, 2009) was followed.  The unit of coding 
was the paragraph(s), as the aim of the interview analysis was to understand the 
meaning of the overall context, rather than a critical analysis of a specific word or 
expression.  This coding approach is appropriate when the meaning of a block of 
text is important to the overall context.  Forty-seven codes were developed by 
breaking out, creating, and collapsing codes identified by constantly comparing 
emerging themes and sub-themes (Charmaz, 2004).  Second order codes focused 
on identifying the underlying mechanisms to explain the observed shaping 
processes.   
  Codes serve as heuristic devices for discovery (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, 
p.30), and data still had to be interrogated (Delamont, 1992).  Once coding had 
been completed, the data had to be systematically explored to generate meaning.  
In order to highlight the similarities and differences in consultant and client 
perceptions, a versus type analysis (Saldana, 2009; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) 
was also undertaken. 
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Various representational tools (Miles & Huberman, 1994) were employed to 
further reduce the large volume of data.  For instance, each engagement was 
visually mapped along a timeline with the key knowledge shaping points noted.  
Similarly, tabular displays were generated to arrange topics by variables such as 
people, roles, points-in-time and cases. 
Interpretation, thematic analysis and conclusion drawing 
According to Patton (2002, p. 480) interpretation means “attaching significance to 
what was found, making sense of the findings, offering explanations, drawing 
conclusions ... considering meanings, and otherwise imposing order.  Part of this 
phase is evaluating the data for their usefulness and centrality.”   
Once the data had been sufficiently untangled, reformatted and summarised 
into different components, these components were then examined for the 
occurrence of patterns and themes.  The multiple data sources were subjected to a 
thematic analysis (Jarzabkowksi, 2003; Attride-Sterling, 2001), progressively 
moving from very broad categories to key themes and constructs (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994) as the researcher allowed themes and patterns to emerge from 
the data.  This was the most challenging step of the analysis process.  Various 
tools were employed to move data to a higher level of abstraction and offer 
interpretations; for instance, developing graphics (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  This 
was followed by data synthesis (reincorporation), to develop an integrated 
representation of each Study’s findings.  
Cross case analysis 
A cross-case analysis was undertaken to search for cross-case patterns 
(Eisenhardt, 2002).  The aim of this approach was to overcome information-
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processing biases and avoid premature or even false conclusions by looking at the 
data in many ‘divergent ways’ (Eisenhardt, 2002, p.18). 
Theory building and theoretical frameworks  
In designing the research – from data collection to analysis to interpretation – the 
researcher drew on the key theoretical frameworks introduced in Chapter 2 for 
guidance.  As explained in Chapter 1, one aim of the study was to synthesise and 
expand on existing theoretical frameworks such as Carlile’s 3T framework (2002; 
2004) to explain the shaping of knowing in consulting engagements.  In Chapter 7 
the researcher proposes a theoretical framework to conceptualise the knowing 
client.  
Research diary and theoretical memos 
In keeping with recommended practice for qualitative research (Swanborn, 2010; 
Taylor & Bogdan, 1998) the researcher kept a research diary during data 
collection, to record insights and issues and reflect on the unfolding experience of 
the research process.  The diary was used to bookmark issues for future reference 
and further investigation.  During analysis, the researcher also made extensive use 
of memoing (Saldana, 2009; Pidgeon & Henwood, 2004) to assist with the process 
of capturing ideas around specific themes as these emerged.  The writing down of 
notes, reflections, thoughts and insights is a widely acknowledged means of 
generating ‘invaluable insights that move the analysis from the mundane and the 
obvious to the creative’ (Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p.161).  Unlike categories 
which have to fit the data, the contents of memos are not constrained and can 
therefore incorporate a wide scope of input such as hunches and insights; 
deliberations about refinements; and explanations of modifications to categories.   
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The memos were also applied as a means of separating the researcher’s 
views, opinions and insights from the actual analysis process of data organisation 
and reduction.  In that way, the memo’s established an arm’s length distance with 
the data and allowed for the emerging participant accounts to yield their own 
insights and ‘let the data speak for itself’.  While there is some literature on using 
memoing in the research process, the researcher did not follow a specific approach 
but rather developed memos as she thought necessary.  The theoretical memos 
were re-incorporated during the Discussion phase, to assist with the process of 
synthesising the more objective account of the data with the researcher’s insights.  
Attempts at describing this process yield at best words such as ‘messy’, ‘iterative’, 
‘frustrating’ and ‘intuitive’.  However, the researcher took heart from the fact that 
she was in good company and that this specific aspect of interpreting qualitative 
data has indeed perplexed many more experienced researchers.  
Managing researcher bias 
While the critical realist approach offered a bona fide way of incorporating the 
researcher’s past experience into the research, there also had to be an awareness 
at the data analysis stage that these past experience and existing (a priori) 
frameworks could bias the analysis of the data and lead to premature conclusions.  
Researcher bias in this instance relates to jumping to conclusions or finding 
conclusions too quickly, based on researcher assumptions (Silverman, 2010).  This 
was made more prevalent given the researcher’s strong identification with the 
management consultant role based on her previous work experience, and therefore 
a potential of being more sympathetic to the consultant perspective than to that of 
the client.  The research design therefore had to address these aspects both in the 
data collection and analysis stages. 
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To manage researcher bias during data collection, the following approaches were 
taken: 
i. Developing a semi-structured mirroring interview protocol which meant 
asking both clients and management consultants the same questions, 
with slight nuances to account for differences in role. 
ii. While the researcher aimed to conduct the interviews more as free-flowing 
conversations, she was also mindful of not making substantive comments 
relating to the ‘other’ party that could influence the interviewee’s 
response.  This was a particular tightrope as some of the questions 
related specifically to the perceived performance and even attitude of the 
other party.  The researcher found that her journalistic training and 
experience – which traditionally emphasises the ‘neutral third party’ role – 
was particularly useful.  This approach was also aligned with the Ethics in 
Research code of conduct related to maintaining the confidentiality of 
information. 
iii. Acting as observer only during sessions.  In this regard, the researcher 
approached the data collection process with a particular awareness of not 
commenting on the unfolding consultant–client interaction and knowledge 
shaping processes to any of the participants.  
iv. Managing researcher bias through a ‘versus’ type analysis (Saldana, 2009, 
p.93) of interview responses.     
 
Quality of research  
While the notion of validity in the positivist sense does not apply to qualitative 
research, it should strive for truthfulness, which means an account should 
accurately represent the social phenomena to which it refers (Silverman, 2010).  
Mishler (1990, p.429) also uses the term trustworthiness, and explains how this can 
be achieved through visibility of data collection, and analysis that shows the direct 
linkages between data, findings, and interpretation.  To enhance the 
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trustworthiness of this study, the researcher therefore aimed to show that she had 
correctly understood and represented the emerging processes.  
The researcher also followed guidelines around triangulation.  This pertained 
to using multiple data collection methods (Silverman, 2010), multiple analytic 
approaches (Stake, 1995); multiple cases (Yin, 2003) and triangulating data 
sources (Patton, 1999, p.1195). This was further enhanced through comprehensive 
data treatment, for instance incorporating all cases of data in the analysis.  The 
triangulation of the interview transcripts, observation notes and organisational 
documents was performed as an alternative validation, adding rigour and depth to 
the qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  
In terms of enhancing the quality of case study research, Seale (2004) 
emphasises the need to construct ‘careful arguments with adequate supporting 
evidence and due attention to alternatives’ (p.412).  Seale (1999) also refers to 
‘methodological awareness’ from the researcher, which involves ‘… a commitment 
to showing as much as possible to the audience of the research studies’ (p.2).  
Again, the researcher was cognisant of these requirements during the write-up 
stage of the research. 
To enhance reliability, the researcher included long data extracts (Silverman, 
2010) as paragraphs rather than extracted words.  The researcher also 
endeavoured to present detailed data with minimal inferences, which are also 
referred to as ‘low inference descriptors’ by Seale (1999, p.148).  For example, this 
involved recording observations in terms of what people say, rather than the 




 110 Chapter 3: Methods 
 
 The researcher also kept Kearins’ (2011) recommendations in mind that 
high-quality qualitative accounts should address the following three issues:  
i. Authenticity – has the author been ‘there’? 
ii. Plausibility – does this make sense to the reader? 
iii. Criticality – does this make the reader re-examine his/her 
assumptions?  
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter provided a detailed explanation of the chosen methodology including 
the reasons for choosing a research design situated within a critical realist 
perspective and why a qualitative, multiple case study approach incorporating 
considerations from process design was deemed most appropriate for this 
research.  It described the choice of data collection methods namely observation, 
semi-structured and structured interviews, participant diaries and document 
analysis and explained the approach to data collection, which was longitudinal over 
the three stages typical of a consulting engagement in the case of Study 1 and 2. 
The analysis and interpretation of the data were also addressed.  The chapter 
concluded with a discussion around research quality and the approaches taken to 
enhance the trustworthiness of this study.  
Chapters 4 to 6 provide a thematic analysis of the cases according to the 
three stages typical of a consulting engagement.  Chapter 7 synthesises the 
findings across the three stages to theorise how knowledge shaping in consulting 
engagements enact the knowing client.  Chapter 7 also addresses the implications 
and contributions of the research and concludes the thesis.  
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Chapter 4:  Consultant–Client Interactions during 
the Pre-engagement Stage 
CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
Chapter 3 detailed the decisions and approach followed during the design, 
collection and analysis of data for the study.  Chapters 4, 5 and 6 analyse the 
findings from the cases in Study 1 and 2, based on a cross-case thematic 
synthesis of the data.  As explained in Chapter 3, this discussion is structured 
longitudinally according to the three stages of a typical consulting engagement, 
namely pre-engagement, engagement and post-engagement. This chapter 
illuminates the pre-engagement stage while Chapter 5 focuses on consultant–client 
interaction and knowledge shaping during the engagement stage and Chapter 6 
investigates the post-engagement stage, incorporating the data from interviews 
with six consulting clients.  Chapter 7 is the concluding chapter, drawing together 
the analysis in Chapters 4 to 6 and linking these to the key theoretical issues 
introduced in Chapters 1 (Introduction) and 2 (Literature Review) to explicate the 
contributions of the research.       
This chapter contributes to answering RQ1: How do management consultants 
and clients shape knowing? by exploring the pre-engagement behaviours and 
perspectives of consultants and clients in the NOTPROFIT and Electro 
engagements.  The chapter aims to provide an insight into the influence of pre-
engagement planning activities in Study 1 and 2 – NOTPROFIT and Electro – on 
the shaping of knowing during interaction in the engagement stage.  Pre-
engagement interviews and documentary evidence informed the enquiry into how 
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consultants and clients prepared for the consultant–client interaction events, as 
represented by the workshops.  As part of providing insight to the pre-engagement 
contexts of Study 1 and 2, NOTPROFIT’s consulting model and Electro’s 
organisational context are also detailed in this chapter. 
 As explained in Chapter 2, an overarching framework (see Figure 2.3) was 
developed to guide data collection, analysis and conclusion about the knowing 
client and the functioning of knowledge shaping in that context.  This framework 
incorporated several theoretical concepts from different focus areas:  
i. knowledge boundaries and knowledge shaping processes as described by 
Carlile’s 3T framework (2004), which identified three knowledge 
boundaries and three boundary shaping processes and described three 
relational properties of knowledge at a boundary; 
ii. consultant–client interaction and the influence of participation in consulting 
engagements, described by social learning theories such as Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) Communities of Practice (CoP) model; 
iii. the use of engagement knowledge by clients, described as client knowing 
and explained by situated learning theories; 
iv. numerous frameworks from management consulting research, such as 
Nikolova et al.’s (2009) conceptualisation of consultant–client interaction 
models, and Handley et al.’s (2006) conceptual framework of individual 
learning through participation in a Community-of-Practice (CoP). 
Key findings 
This chapter explores the reasons that clients engage consultants, by 
investigating the expected outcomes and deliverables of engagements as 
expressed by consultants and clients.  It shows that NOTPROFIT and Electro 
represent contrasting perspectives on the reasons for clients to engage 
consultants.  NOTPROFIT engagements were initiated as problem-solving 
interactions, while the Electro engagement was built around exploring opportunities 
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– in this case for the use of an existing solution, SAP PPM, within the organisation.  
Despite this difference in the reasons for the engagements, the expected outcome 
from both NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements was a codified knowledge object 
in the form of a document.  The findings will show that the establishment of client 
knowing was not a focus in the pre-engagement stage.     
In the NOTPROFIT case with its multiple engagements, consultant activities 
in the pre-engagement stage structured the engagement to support the consultant-
as-expert interaction model (Nikolova et al., 2009).  In most of the engagements 
studied, consultants planned the workshops in a way that would support clients 
adopting the consultancy’s lexicon and not as opportunities to partner with clients 
in co-creating knowledge or establish client knowing.  The findings therefore call 
into question the popularised notion – particularly as expressed by consultancies –
that knowledge transformation as conceptualised by Carlile (2004) is a key 
consideration in the planning of engagements. The pre-engagement stage findings 
are supported further by the analysis in Chapter 5 of observed workshops, which 
show that in this study, the full range of knowledge transformation activities did not 
take place during consultant–client interaction events.  Rather, this shaping 
process was limited to the provision of consultants’ re-usable solution lexicon by 
means of a translation process.     
This chapter elaborates on the extent to which the pre-engagement planning 
and expectation setting activities cast consultants in the role of expert knowledge 
providers and clients as apparently amenable knowledge recipients.  The analysis 
will show that while clients did not examine or question consultants’ knowledge and 
solution offering in the pre-engagement stage, they are not helpless as commonly 
portrayed (Nikolova et al., 2009).  Instead, clients actively seek out and engage 
consultants to obtain expert knowledge.  As expected, clients who are more 
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experienced with participating in consulting engagements managed the ways in 
which expert knowledge is obtained from consultants more actively and in a more 
strategic manner.  
The pattern of knowledge shaping behaviours observed in the pre-
engagement stage indicates that consultants prepare engagements for the 
provision of pre-configured solutions to client organisations, rather than the co-
creation of knowledge with clients. These consultant behaviours contribute to the 
asymmetrical structuring of the consultant-client relationship, casting the consultant 
in an expert role from the start of the engagement.        
CLIENT REASONS FOR ENGAGING CONSULTANTS    
This section presents a contextual overview of Study 1 and 2, NOTPROFIT and 
Electro, and also explores client organisations’ reasons for engaging consultants.  
In consulting terminology these reasons are described by terms such as business 
drivers and client expectations.  The analysis also considers the expected 
outcomes and deliverables from engagements in relation to their influence on 
setting an expectation of client knowing. It therefore contributes to knowledge of 
expectation setting between consultants and clients (Richter & Niewiem, 2009) by 
showing how the pre-engagement activities situate engagements in a problem-
context ready for consultants to provide a solution to clients. 
STUDY 1: NOTPROFIT engagements planned for re-usable expert 
knowledge dissemination 
This section details the pre-engagement activities related to planning for 
knowledge shaping in the NOTPROFIT engagements.  First it provides an overview 
of NOTPROFIT’s consultancy model and services, explaining that the provision of 
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re-usable expert solutions is central to the consultancy’s value offering.  Next it 
elaborates on the eight NOTPROFIT engagements studied as well as clients’ 
stated reasons for engaging NOTPROFIT. The discussion will show that 
engagements were planned for the provision of solutions to client organisations 
that represent re-usable consultancy knowledge, rather than for the establishment 
of client knowing.   
NOTPROFIT’s consultancy model 
As introduced in Chapter 3 (Methods), NOTPROFIT is a not-for-profit management 
consultancy established in 1993 that delivers subsidised consulting services to 
SMEs (Small and Medium Enterprises) in the Australian manufacturing industry.  
According to the consultancy’s General Manager: Strategy and Growth, 
NOTPROFIT aims to provide a ‘one stop shop service, supported by the state 
government, to ensure manufacturers can work towards achieving world best 
practice and remain globally competitive’ (Interview, I10ii). The consultancy’s expert 
knowledge of manufacturing is therefore regarded as a significant selling point to 
clients, providing an example of the economic function of consulting knowledge 
(Pellegrin-Boucher, 2006).    
NOTPROFIT’s expert knowledge offering is further enhanced by its distinctive 
consulting model which has the bulk of its income derived from work that is fully or 
partly subsidised by the state government. NOTPROFIT regards the state 
government as its main client (I10ii).  SMEs qualify for a total of 25 days of 
subsidised consulting services over the lifetime of the business and typically apply 
for the subsidy through a local government department.  Subsidised services must 
be used within the same financial year of allocation.  A significant portion of 
NOTPROFIT’s work is a result of referrals from the government department and 
NOTPROFIT management describe it as an ‘informal salesforce’ for the 
 116 Chapter 4: Consultant–Client Interactions during 
the Pre-engagement Stage 
consultancy (I10i).  Unlike other consultancies that have to door-knock for new 
business, NOTPROFIT therefore has ready-made access to clients through the 
government department referrals. It also means that the setting of client 
expectations around engagements is often initiated by the government department 
representatives. While other consultancies delivering a similar service would 
logically be regarded as NOTPROFIT’s main competitors, NOTPROFIT itself 
identifies other government agencies doing similar work as its main competitors, ‘as 
we are all vying for the same pot of government funding’ (NOTPROFIT Divisional 
General Manager, I10ii).   
A typical government subsidy covers three days of advisory work and, upon 
completion, the client has the option to engage NOTPROFIT further on either a 
partly subsidised (50% government funded) or fully commercial basis, where the 
client pays 100%.  NOTPROFIT’s daily charge-out rate for fully commercial work is 
competitively priced and significantly lower than that of a ‘Big Five’ consultancy 
(I10iv).  One of NOTPROFIT’s operational objectives is to increase the share of its 
fully commercial work (I10ii; I10iv).  
Subsidised engagements typically have a short, sharp nature comprising two 
days of face-to-face interaction with clients in workshops, ideally spaced a week 
apart, at the client organisation and a third day spent by consultants at 
NOTPROFIT’s office to compile reports and action plans.  Upon completion, these 
documents – or deliverables – are emailed to clients, signifying the end of the 
engagement.  While the short engagements suit busy SME owners, the delivery 
format does not foster the building of the consultant–client relationship or allow 
much time for the establishment of client knowing.  
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NOTPROFIT consultants undertake between six to eight engagements a 
month, which also does not allow time to keep in touch with clients after the end of 
the engagement, as illustrated by this comment from a NOTPROFIT consultant:   
It’s a big time pressure – two days is not very much, so something has to give 
unfortunately. Especially when you need to write up a report as well. 
                                                                        (NOTPROFIT  Consultant, I2iii)  
In addition, the subsidised nature of most engagements does not encourage 
consultants to maintain a relationship with clients, as in most cases there is little 
scope for further commercial work and therefore limited ongoing dependence 
(Carlile, 2004) between consultants and clients after the handover of deliverables.   
The subsidised engagement model therefore does not encourage the participation 
of consultants in post-engagement knowledge shaping efforts.  
NOTPROFIT is structured into three divisions, with the division observed for 
this study focusing on ways to improve clients’ performance by ‘implementing 
world-class best practice processes, innovative techniques and world-leading 
technologies’ (NOTPROFIT marketing brochure, A15).  The division generates a 
significant part of its income from benchmarking surveys, which offers a good 
example of how the consultancy packages its expert knowledge into re-usable 
products (Kipping & Clark, 2012).  References to terms such as  ‘world-class’, 
‘world leading’ and ‘innovative’ indicate that NOTPROFIT draws on its expert 
knowledge to attract clients.  The consultancy’s access to global benchmarking 
databases also features prominently in marketing materials and sales 
presentations (NOTPROFIT marketing brochure, A15; NOTPROFIT website, n.d.), 
thereby attracting clients with the prospect of access to sector knowledge (Fincham 
et al., 2008) that is global.  
While the subsidised service provides NOTPROFIT with a unique business 
model and is accepted as the way the consultancy does business, NOTPROFIT 
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consultants regard it as a double-edged sword in terms of building client 
commitment to an engagement. ‘Skin in the game’ is a term used amongst 
consultants to describe a client’s involvement in an engagement and perceived 
commitment to using engagement knowledge.  Clients ‘put skin in the game’ by 
devoting time and resources to the consulting engagement, with the assumption 
that more skin will result in greater client commitment to ensuring a successful 
outcome.  Several of the NOTPROFIT consultants interviewed indicated that the 
consultancy’s subsidised service model does not encourage clients to commit to 
engagements, thereby complicating engagement scheduling and the 
implementation of new ideas after the end of the engagement:   
I think in a lot of cases there is an underlying or fundamental difference in 
commitment. Because if somebody’s going to go full commercial, they’ve 
actually weighed it up and they’ve made a conscious decision to spend x 
amount of $ per day on commercial.  Whereas the other side (partly 
subsidised) it’s, ‘Well, I’m only paying half’ and it’s not so much of a financial 
burden or imposition.  And there’s that subconscious ‘I’m getting something for 
nothing’ – for a subsidised rate. 
  We do find that when we get to the end of our financial year, we’re really 
struggling sometimes to get these people on the subsidised programmes to 
actually commit to giving us the time. And I think that’s probably one of the 
biggest failings that we have, because we try to fit in without upsetting people.   
                                                                              (NOTPROFIT Consultant, I4i) 
 
And that’s why it’s actually a tougher gig (referring to fully subsidised services) 
– because they haven’t put in any financial cost.  So if you say, ‘I’ll give you 5 
free days’, they go ‘Ah, that’s really too hard to deal with’  If you say, ‘I wish 
you to pay for half of those days’, they go, ‘Ah ok, now I’m going to take it 
seriously’.  Put those 5 days in, but I’ll take it seriously because I actually put in 
part of the money to make it happen.   And so ... I’ve often thought we 
shouldn’t give away free days.  We should make them pay a little bit for it – it’s 
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‘skin money’ – are you buying into this because you have something to lose?   
                                                                              (NOTPROFIT Consultant, I5i) 
As these comments show, several NOTPROFIT consultants expressed a 
view that client commitment to engagements would be increased if clients 
contributed financially to all engagements.  This would increase the dependence 
(Carlile, 2004) between consultants and clients, thereby potentially supporting the 
establishment of client knowing as clients will be more invested in contributing to a 
successful engagement outcome.  
It is interesting that within NOTPROFIT there is a strong sentiment that 
engagements are not consulting or interaction events, but instead that 
NOTPROFIT is in the business of delivering products, such as a benchmark 
survey, to clients (I10i, I10iii).  This establishes engagements as problem-solving 
settings, with the implication that clients have a problem which requires expert 
knowledge and that NOTPROFIT’s expertise – packaged as a product – offers the 
solution.  This pre-defined focus indicates that NOTPROFIT consultants did not 
consider engagements as liminal spaces (Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003) which are 
sufficiently unstructured to allow the creation of new knowledge, but instead as 
settings to provide expert solutions to client organisations.  It also indicates a way 
of limiting novelty (Carlile, 2004) in engagements, as illustrated by the codification 
of each consulting product’s delivery approach in a standard methodology (Pringle, 
1998) contained in NOTPROFIT manuals (I10iii).  This constitutes the re-use of 
both knowledge content and dissemination approaches.   
The importance of NOTPROFIT’s expert knowledge is further reinforced by 
the fact that the individuals in the division observed are not referred to as 
consultants, but instead as manufacturing specialists, which emphasises their 
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manufacturing sector expertise.  According to the Divisional General Manager 
(I10iii), the choice of this term stemmed from a desire not to intimidate clients:  
We don’t want to be seen as the know-all consultant who instructs clients from 
a lofty, impersonal height.  So we use the term ‘manufacturing specialist’, 
which conveys an easy-going relationship with a real person who understands 
the client’s day-to-day reality – having been there themselves – and who will 
offer a friendly, listening ear.  A person who can feel the client’s pain and share 
war stories, having been in the trenches themselves. 
      (Divisional General Manager, I10iii).  
This suggests that NOTPROFIT consultants attempt to de-identify with the 
consultant-as-expert role identity to decrease the cognitive distance (Bogenrieder & 
Noteboom, 2004) with clients, making it more likely that clients would identify with 
them and therefore regard them as credible knowledge providers.  By presenting 
themselves as friendly advisors, helping clients to work ‘on their business’ (I10iii), 
NOTPROFIT consultants believed they were offering a valuable service to SME 
owner-managers.  These owner-managers knew how and enjoyed working ‘in their 
business’ (I10iii) but lacked skills to focus on the strategic aspects of managing 
their business (I10iii). 
This focus on friendly advisor was also evident in the recruitment of new 
consultants, with experience in the manufacturing industry taking precedence over 
previous consulting experience or demonstrated problem-solving ability: 
We can always teach them consulting skills, but we can’t teach them how to 
relate to manufacturing clients.  We tried it in the past – to recruit recent 
graduates and individuals from a management consulting background – but 
this did not work out as they had limited ‘war stories’ to share with clients.  
         (Divisional General Manager, I10iii) 
 
 Chapter 4: Consultant–Client Interactions during 
the Pre-engagement Stage 121 
This comment indicates that NOTPROFIT management regarded the 
establishment of common knowledge (Carlile, 2002) between consultants and 
clients as important, for instance as represented by the ‘war stories’ that 
consultants could share with clients as evidence of their knowing of organisational 
contexts.  In this way, the cognitive distance between consultants and clients – 
which describes the perceived differences in knowledge and power between 
parties - could be reduced, thereby benefiting engagement knowledge shaping.  
The friendly advisor role was further embedded through the training and 
induction of new consultants.  While consultants received training in the delivery of 
specific tools, such as the benchmark assessments, the training did not address 
consulting practice per se, particularly relating to client interaction or knowledge 
shaping processes.  New consultants learnt about these practices by shadowing 
and observing other consultants on engagements.  Through peripheral participation 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991) by observing the application of consulting knowledge 
during consultant–client interaction events and the re-use of knowledge 
dissemination methods, new consultants therefore developed knowing (Orlikowski, 
2002) about NOTPROFIT’s approach to providing expert knowledge to client 
organisations. 
NOTPROFIT clients seek solutions     
The following section provides an overview of the eight NOTPROFIT engagements 
studied as well as clients’ stated reasons for engaging NOTPROFIT.  The 
discussion is structured according to the three engagement clusters – Assessment, 
Strategy and Production process improvement – as explained in Chapter 3 
(Methods) and shows that in each cluster, clients sought solutions to specific 
problems rather than decontextualised knowledge. 
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Assessment cluster engagements 
The first of these clusters discussed is Assessment. 
Overview of client organisations in the Assessment cluster 
NOTPROFIT 2 – Concrete batching and mining equipment manufacturer  
(fully subsidised) 
The client is a family business, with the son and daughter of the founder managing the 
business. The business is under the supervision of an accountant as it had been liquidated 
several years prior.  The son remains in the role of CEO and engaged NOTPROFIT directly 
through the consultancy’s website. He did not, however, attend either of the two workshops, 
despite having given the NOTPROFIT consultant the impression that he would be 
attending. The Office Manager (the founder’s daughter) and Estimator attended the 
workshops.  
NOTPROFIT 3 – Structural steel manufacturer (fully subsidised) 
The client manufactures structural steel for projects with hospitals, schools and the like.  
The owner has a good reputation in the industry with much of the business’ work won on 
the strength of his reputation. However, the business had been experiencing reduced 
orders, partly due to the GFC and to competition from China – which had resulted in 
cashflow problems. The Financial Controller therefore organised the NOTPROFIT 
engagement in a bid to obtain objective evidence to persuade the owner the take action.  
The workshops were attended by the Financial Controller and Production Manager. Despite 
the fact that the NOTPROFIT consultant had requested the owner’s attendance at the 
workshops, he was absent, citing pressing business matters. 
In Workshop 2 an ‘internal consultant’ joined the participants.  He was an old friend of 
the owner who had been engaged as a type of turnaround specialist.  His presence at the 
workshop impacted the dynamic considerably, placing visible strain on the rapport 
established in Workshop 1 between the NOTPROFIT consultant and the Financial 
Controller and Production Manager.    
NOTPROFIT  5 – Packaging solutions manufacturer (fully subsidised)   
The client manufactures specialist packaging solutions for application in military and mining 
products.  There was an established relationship between NOTPROFIT and the client 
organisation as NOTPROFIT had delivered several other engagements in the previous 
three years.  The client had recently acquired additional branches in Australia and wanted 
to expand into large-scale projects. It therefore contacted NOTPROFIT and applied to 
undertake the engagement as a means to identify the gaps it had to address.  The 
workshops were attended by the Managing Director (MD) (also a part-owner of the 
business), the Operations Manager and the recently appointed General Manager.    
Table 4.1 Overview of NOTPROFIT Assessment Cluster engagements  
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The Assessment cluster engagements comprised a structured 53-item client 
self-assessment, scored on a 5-point Likert scale, of the organisation’s 
performance on large-scale manufacturing projects, such as defence and 
government projects.  The aim of the Assessment engagements was to generate 
client insights by presenting the differences between the client organisation’s 
current state and an ideal state, represented by scores of 4 and 5 on each item 
(NOTPROFIT consultant, I3i).  In consulting terminology, this type of approach is 
referred to as a gap analysis.  The new knowledge provided by the engagement 
could therefore be described as ‘an insight for clients into their organisation’s 
performance relative to the requirements for large scale projects’ (NOTPROFIT 
Consultant, I2i).   
In keeping with NOTPROFIT’s approach of quick engagement turnaround, an 
Assessment engagement comprised two workshops, ideally delivered one to two 
weeks apart. This time gap was achieved for NOTPROFIT 3 and 5, but not for 
NOTPROFIT 2, where Workshop 2 took place almost two months after Workshop 1 
due to client participants not being available.  The Assessment cluster was also the 
only set of engagements in the study where clients had to prepare for the 
interaction sessions, by having to complete the questionnaire individually prior to 
Workshop 1.  In Workshop 1, the NOTPROFIT consultant would take participants 
through each question to facilitate a consensus score, followed by a gap analysis 
in Workshop 2 and the development of an action plan for the client organisation.  
The following comments by NOTPROFIT consultants elaborate their 
perspective on why clients were undertaking the assessment engagements and 
what the expected outcomes would be:   
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We aim to identify the gaps in their business, relative to the major proponents’ 
requirements. And develop an action plan that addresses those gaps.  
          (Consultant, NOTPROFIT 3, I3i) 
 
They want to identify where the gaps are in regards to the organisation and 
possible future opportunities as well. Not that this assessment automatically 
provides opportunities in the marketplace ... but they see this as a different 
perspective of where the gaps might be, as opposed to the earlier benchmarks 
that they’ve already had.  
                                                                        (Consultant, NOTPROFIT 5, I5i) 
 
It’s to give them an action plan; a vision to work towards. So that they’re 
adopting best practice– either through LEAN … but also through workplace 
health and safety and also quality. And a good focus on what the requirements 
are, if they don’t already know. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 2, I2ii) 
NOTPROFIT consultants therefore regarded the gap analysis as a key 
outcome of the assessment engagements and saw the development of an action 
plan – which also represented the engagement deliverable – as a means of 
addressing the gap (I2ii; I3i).  The references to ‘gap analysis’ and ‘action plans’ 
illustrate how consultants generalised clients’ business problems to fit with 
NOTPROFIT’s standardised approach (Nikolova et al., 2009) to engagement 
delivery.  This enabled consultants to provide NOTPROFIT’s re-usable knowledge, 
presented as a product, as solution.  
In contrast, clients focused on their organisational context and business 
operations in describing their reasons for undertaking the engagements.  Clients 
did not refer to the acquisition of new knowledge, as illustrated by these comments: 
Access more projects and new customers. That’s the duck’s guts. 
(Estimator, NOTPROFIT 2, I2ii) 
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I would like to show that we’re going to come up with a very average score and 
that this company’s going to have to do better. 
(Office Manager, NOTPROFIT 2, I2ii) 
 
The idea is hopefully to take the blinkers off the owner’s head, to make him 
realise that he needs to improve his business to make him profitable. To move 
forward so we can all keep our jobs; that’s basically it. 
(Finance Manager, NOTPROFIT 3, I3ii)  
 
Where are we against current best practice in the industry?  Knowing where 
the gaps are and getting the action plan to bridge those gaps.  It gives us the 
ability to say ‘there are all the gaps, what are the priorities for us?  Right, now 
we need to allocate time and resources to implement those. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, I5ii) 
NOTPROFIT 5 was the only client to refer to a gap analysis and action plan, 
which indicates the client’s familiarity with consulting lexicon.  As NOTPROFIT 5 
was an experienced client, having undertaken previous engagements with the 
consultancy, it appeared to have a good insight into expected engagement 
outcomes and what would be involved in implementing engagement actions:  
We’ve been successful in implementing what we’ve learnt in the past. We can 
only but believe we’ll be more successful now with additional resources that 
we’ve got on board.  Where we go from here is … we take the information, we 
now have the resources in place through this national structure that we’re 
looking at ... where there’s people that can take on the task and lead the 
projects, lead the action plans to make the things happen. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, I5ii) 
It is also significant that the NOTPROFIT 5 clients had actively sought out the 
consultancy’s advice, based on their satisfaction with previous engagements, as 
evidenced by the Operations Manager describing NOTPROFIT as ‘the leaders in 
terms of the advice given and the quality of the advice given’ (5ii). 
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The client organisation had applied for a fully subsidised engagement and 
regarded it as prestigious to have been selected: 
I think that comes back to the history with the relationship for NOTPROFIT to 
say 1) these guys will take it on and 2) where there’s additional work that 
comes out of it and there’s something that’s not subsidised, they will still go 
ahead and do it. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, I5ii) 
This comment indicates that the experienced NOTPROFIT 5 clients were 
aware of issues related to knowing and considered the implementation of 
engagement knowledge already at the pre-engagement stage. NOTPROFIT 5 
identified with the role of active client (Sturdy & Wright, 2011) that not only received 
new knowledge from the engagement, but were also committed to implementing 
engagement knowledge in the organisation.  NOTPROFIT 5’s commitment to 
establishing client knowing was further illustrated by the fact that it was the only 
client organisation that had appointed an individual – in this case the Operations 
Manager – in the role of Change Manager to guide the implementation of 
engagement knowledge. 
Strategy cluster engagements 
The focus of the next set of engagements is around Strategy.   
Overview of client organisations in the Strategy cluster 
NOTPROFIT 1 – Food ingredients manufacturer 
Engagement type: Manufacturing strategy (fully subsidised) 
The client is a small manufacturer of food ingredients for larger food companies. 
 
In the preceding year it had invested more than $2m (AUD) in upgrading its premises to 
support a vision of becoming the preferred supplier to six large clients.   
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Overview of client organisations in the Strategy cluster 
NOTPROFIT 1 (continued) 
The Operations Manager (also a co-owner) engaged NOTPROFIT through the government 
department.  The main focus of the engagement was to assist the organisation with 
developing a manufacturing strategy to support its vision and utilise the possibilities offered 
by the new premises.   Workshops were attended by the Operations Manager, Production 
Manager and Quality Manager.   
NOTPROFIT 7 – Window blinds manufacturer 
Engagement type: Innovation strategy (partly subsidised) 
The client organisation is the largest organisation of the eight engagements observed in 
terms of staff and turnover and has a presence throughout Australia and New Zealand.  
The company was established more than 30 years ago and while the family members 
remain as directors, the operational management had been handed over to a professional 
management team a few years earlier.  The Chairman of the Board is a former CEO of 
NOTPROFIT and recommended that NOTPROFIT be engaged to assist the company with 
improvement initiatives. 
There was an established relationship with NOTPROFIT based on several previous 
engagements. The first was a benchmark assessment, undertaken almost ten months 
before the observed engagement.  Several issues were identified from this benchmark and 
had already led to VSM (Value Stream Mapping) and inventory optimisation programmes 
also carried out by NOTPROFIT.  The observed engagement was the next initiative in this 
programme and focused on improving the organisation’s innovation strategy and 
processes. The engagement comprised two full-day workshops. Both workshops were 
attended by the key management team, with two board members also attending 
Workshop 2.        
NOTPROFIT 8 – Concrete haulage company 
Engagement type: Manufacturing strategy using BPSA (Best Practice Support Action) 
analysis (fully subsidised) 
The client is a concrete manufacturer and haulage provider based in regional Queensland 
and was the only regional engagement observed.  It is a family business, with the parents in 
the process of handing over the reins to their daughter, the current Operations Manager.  
The Operations Manager engaged NOTPROFIT on the advice of the government 
department to help find ways to formalise and standardise business processes.  The 
engagement comprised two workshops, conducted on consecutive days due to the travel 
logistics involved. The Operations Manager was the main participant in both workshops, 
with the father sitting in intermittently but mostly finding a more pressing matter to attend to.  
The father openly acknowledged that the ‘paperwork’ part of the business was not his 
strength or interest and that he preferred working ‘in’ rather than ‘on’ the business.  
Table 4.2 Overview of NOTPROFIT Strategy Cluster engagements 
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As the name indicates, engagements in the Strategy cluster focused on 
addressing an aspect of the client organisation’s manufacturing strategy.  While 
the three engagements studied focused on different strategies, there were 
similarities in engagement delivery.  All three Strategy engagements comprised two 
workshops, conducted a week apart which, similar to the Assessment cluster 
engagements, did not provide much time for the establishment of client knowing.  
As with the Assessment cluster, the delivery of the Strategy cluster engagements 
was structured around a gap analysis.  The focus of Workshop 1 was to develop 
an as is (current state) picture of the client organisation for the consultant to get a 
better understanding of the client’s current situation, while Workshop 2 focused on 
a desired future state – the to be.  In all three engagements, Workshop 2 
concluded with the development of an action plan.  
The following comments by NOTPROFIT consultants elaborate their 
perspective on why clients were undertaking the Strategy engagements and what 
the expected outcomes would be: 
I haven’t really thought through the outcomes. It’s participative and the 
outcomes must be with them. It depends on what they want to do.  It’s a 
strategic exercise. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 1, I1i)  
 
And that is just identifying the key points that are going to help them get to 
their future state. That’s basically what it’s about.  I see as my key role to leave 
them with an action plan that allows them to add value to their business. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 8, I8i) 
As these comments show, consultants in the Strategy cluster referred to a 
future (to be) state as outcome, but did not describe this future state in significant 
detail.  While references to engagements as ‘participative’ and consultants ‘leading 
(clients) through a thought process’ hinted at consultants approaching the 
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workshops as co-creation events, Chapter 5 will show that workshops were not 
enacted in this manner.  Instead, consultants retained their expert status by 
controlling engagement knowledge shaping activities to support the provision of a 
standard solution.  In all three engagements, consultants identified the action plan 
as the key deliverable (I1i, I7i, I8i), which echoes the Assessment cluster findings.   
As indicated in the consultant’s comments, NOTPROFIT 7 was the only example of 
the eight engagements studied where the consultant referred to an outcome that 
indicated post-engagement knowledge shaping, with the consultant explaining that 
the client organisation would need to gain a better understanding and clarification 
of its market base after the workshops (I7i). 
It’s painting a picture of what’s possible in terms of transforming the business 
on the basis of really getting true insights from your customers.  I see it as 
leading them through a thought process where they will start to clarify and 
capture what they know about their market base.  And if they don’t know, then 
at least it will give them some things to say, ‘You need to go and find this stuff 
out, get clarity ... and be able to clearly articulate what you think your 
customers are demanding of your business’. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 7, I7i)  
  This comment also indicates that NOTPROFIT 7 clients would have to 
achieve knowing without consultant participation.  
In comparison with consultant perspectives, client reasons for undertaking 
the Strategy engagements related to a range of specific and current problems, 
such as the need for culture change and formalising business practices:   
I’m hoping that once we kick start these people, it’s going to flow down ... so 
that the entire culture of the place will become one of ‘let’s all work together’. 
So it’s trying to develop the mindset of the people there. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 1, I1ii) 
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We’ve lost a bit of our innovation and direction.  I think it’s just trying to re-
establish the foundations and getting us on the right track as a team. Almost 
sort of re-inventing ourselves as the innovator we used to be.  So that we’re all 
speaking a common language. 
(NZ Country Manager, NOTPROFIT  7, I7ii) 
 
And that’s the biggest thing for me – is making sure people actually believe 
they can do it. That’s probably half the battle won. 
(General Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7ii)  
 
Our business is expanding and we need to consider ways to formalise things 
more.  I’m hoping to get an action plan that has some clear detail: ‘these are 
the things you need to do, here are the people you need to contact; this is how 
it can be done; if NOTPROFIT did this, this is how much it would cost you. If 
they don’t do it, here are the sorts of people you should access. This is the 
timeframe it should take … etc. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 8, I8ii) 
Client references to ‘kick starting’ and ‘getting back on track’ indicate an 
expectation that the engagement would introduce the mechanisms to move the 
organisation toward a desired future state.  The client comments also support the 
role of NOTPROFIT consultants as friendly advisors, assisting client organisations 
to kick start change initiatives, which supports previous research that consultants 
are often engaged in the role of change catalysts (Christensen & Klyver, 2006). 
Similar to the Assessment cluster, clients did not refer to new knowledge as an 
expected outcome and NOTPROFIT 8 was the only client in the Strategy cluster 
who indicated the action plan as expected deliverable.   
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Production process improvement cluster 
The third set of engagements focus on Production process improvements. 
Engagements in the Production Process Improvement cluster 
NOTPROFIT  4 – Elevated work platforms manufacturer 
Products: Factory layout & VSM (Value Stream Mapping) (fully commercial) 
The client organisation manufactures work platforms for an electricity supplier.  
This was an existing client and the NOTPROFIT consultant had already been 
working with the company’s two directors, the sons of the founder, in a mentoring 
capacity around issues such as recruiting and training of a new production 
manager (I4i).  The organisation had also adopted one of NOTPROFIT’s branded 
programmes, 5S.   
             The engagement studied was a further piece of commercial work, being 
undertaken to assist the organisation with re-designing the workshop layout, 
primarily to accommodate a new storage stacker.   It was also envisaged that 
production flow could be made more efficient by changing the factory layout. 
NOTPROFIT 6 – Whiteboards manufacturer 
Products: 5S, Factory layout & VSM (Value Stream Mapping)  
partly subsidised) 
The client organisation is a family business that manufactures visual 
communications tools such as whiteboards and presentation boards.  The current 
Managing Director is the son of the founder.  The company operates from large 
premises which it owns, but only utilises a third of the space.  One of the 
organisation’s strategies is to grow the business, which includes the optimal 
utilisation of the factory space, increased efficiencies in the production process and 
leasing out unused factory space.  The client was willing to pay for advisory 
services and had interviewed several consultancies before choosing NOTPROFIT 
to undertake the factory layout engagement. In the pre-engagement interview, the 
Managing Director explained his decision:  
All these other guys (consultants) were just going to basically give us blank 
forms that they’d cookie cut from the business that they were at the day before 
and we’re asked to fill it out and do all the work.  Whereas the NOTPROFIT 
consultant comes in and says ‘Well, I’m going to take the guys round and I’m 
going to do this …’.                        (Manager Director, NOTPROFIT 6, I6ii) 
This comment indicates that the client organisation anticipated a customised 
solution and hands on involvement from the NOTPROFIT consultant.    
 
Table 4.3 Overview of NOTPROFIT Production Process Improvement cluster engagements 
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The engagements studied as part of this cluster focused on improvements to 
the production process and factory layout that would result in ‘improved throughput, 
better production flow and reduced downtime’ (NOTPROFIT Consultant, I4i).  Both 
engagements were undertaken by the same consultant and comprised two 
workshops.  Workshop 1 took the format of an education or briefing session where 
client participants were introduced to the principles of factory layout assessment 
and Value Stream Mapping (VSM).  After the briefing, participants returned to the 
factory floor where the consultant assisted them with measuring their workstations 
and mapping the production flow through the factory.  This activity represented the 
participants gathering information about the organisation’s current state to feed into 
the solution that would be developed by the consultant.  The observed active 
involvement from the consultant was a rare example of consultants directly 
assisting clients.  However, as will be explored further in Chapter 5, this 
participation between consultants and clients related mainly to information 
gathering and represented an interaction where clients were adopting and using 
the consultancy lexicon and approach, and not knowledge co-creation as described 
in the social learning model of interaction (Nikolova et al., 2009).       
Workshop 2 was a half-day session and differed between the two 
engagements.  In the case of NOTPROFIT 4, Workshop 2 was attended by three 
Directors, the Production Manager and the Production Coordinator and consisted 
of the consultant presenting the proposed re-designed factory layout to the 
participants.  As the delivery of the storage stacker was imminent, that part of the 
factory had to be rearranged in the near future.  Following the presentation of the 
proposed new factory layout, the NOTPROFIT 4 Directors decided in Workshop 2 
that they would not implement all the proposed changes immediately, but instead 
viewed the initiative as spanning several years.  
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By contrast, client participants in the NOTPROFIT 6 engagement had 
struggled to complete the measurement of their workstations.  Workshop 2 
therefore consisted of a further factory-floor session with the consultant assisting 
client staff to complete the measurements.  A few days after Workshop 2, the 
consultant held a feedback session with the Managing Director, the Director and 
the Production Manager (W6iii).  At this meeting, the client participants indicated 
that they felt confident to continue with the improvement initiatives on their own, 
which shows their willingness to establish knowing without consultant participation.    
The following comments by the NOTPROFIT consultant elaborate his 
perspective on why clients were undertaking the Production process improvements 
engagements and what the expected outcomes would be:  
The aim is to give them a factory layout. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 4, I4i) 
 
Creating a ‘visual factory’ so that the client can see what’s going on … and 
also an action plan, which the client will be creating.  I’m there to impart some 
information to them, but they will be doing it – it’s their action plan, they will be 
creating the action plan out of the audit sheet. They’ll be creating the plan of 
where they want to go, which sections they’re going to do. They’ll be giving me 
the information to do the value stream map. And I’ll do the technical part of 
putting the value stream map together, but they’ll come up with the information . 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 6, I6i)  
These statements reiterate the NOTPROFIT consultant’s solution-orientation, 
in this case related to visual changes, which would be developed based on his 
expertise.  The consultant identified the deliverables for both engagements as a 
factory layout document (I4i; I6i), value stream map (I4i, I6i) and action plan (I4i; 
I6i), which represent the knowledge artefact solutions he would provide to the client 
organisations.  As will be elaborated in Chapter 6, these knowledge objects did not 
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explicitly incorporate the establishment of client knowing in that the development of 
the objects did not result in all instances in clients using knowledge from the 
objects in the post-engagement stage.  
Similar to the consultant’s perspective, the clients in this cluster pointed to 
visible factory layout changes as well as workflow improvements as their reasons 
for undertaking the engagements:   
We need to revise the factory layout as our Managing Director has bought a 
stacking storage system. 
(Production Manager, NOTPROFIT 4, I4ii) 
 
We want to become more efficient by changing the factory layout.  Hopefully it 
will cut some of the processes down in time for sure.  Mostly, I’m hoping it will 
also increase morale in the place … These guys get very disappointed that 
certain things don’t change, but if they can get involved and they can see a 
positive thing happening, well that’s a big part of it. 
(Factory Manager, NOTPROFIT 4, I 4ii) 
   
We would like a well thought-out factory layout – for instance designating 
specific areas for specific tasks; considering the entire factory.  And increase 
our efficiency by smart thinking or bringing in LEAN manufacturing or value 
stream mapping.  There’s a lot of savings to be had just yet.  And also to get 
involvement from the guys on the shopfloor, which we haven’t had before. 
(Managing Director, NOTPROFIT 4, I4iii) 
 
To improve production and streamline things. 
(Factory Manager, NOTPROFIT 6, I6iii) 
 
We want to improve workflow, for instance reduce non-productive time.   
And get a manageable plan and targets in place.  
(Director, NOTPROFIT 6, I6iv) 
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Clients in this cluster therefore anticipated both a revised factory layout, 
representing a tangible knowledge artefact, as well as production flow 
improvements resulting from the improved layout.  Clients did not specifically refer 
to an action plan as a deliverable.  
NOTPROFIT engagements planned around providing re-usable 
knowledge solutions to clients 
As elaborated in the foregoing discussion, all three engagement clusters followed a 
set structure which was planned around the provision of a solution based on re-
usable consultancy knowledge.  A gap analysis was applied in all three clusters 
resulting in a tangible knowledge artefact in the form of an action plan as 
deliverable.  NOTPROFIT consultants also drew on knowledge re-use in planning 
the approach to engagement interactions and knowledge provision, as well as the 
development of knowledge artefacts.  The result of the structured and re-usable 
provision of knowledge was to reduce the novelty of the engagement setting, 
making it easier for consultants to establish and maintain their expertise.  The main 
difference between the clusters and engagements therefore related to the unique 
context of each client organisation.   
STUDY 2: Seeking to uncover opportunities in the Electro engagement 
The following section provides an overview of the Electro engagement and focuses 
on the engagement’s stated purpose of exploring opportunities related to the SAP 
PPM software package.  This section will explain how the enactment of this 
purpose in consultant–client interaction events was hampered by the organisation’s 
requirement for a standardised approach to knowledge provision built around a 
clear problem statement.     
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Electro is a privately owned company responsible for the operation and 
development of the state’s electricity distribution network, delivering electricity to 
more than 820,000 residential and business customers (Electro Annual Report, 
A18).  Electro’s stated strategic intent is ‘to be a leader in electricity distribution and 
infrastructure services’ (Electro Annual Report, A18).  It operates a distribution 
network comprising some 87,000 kilometres of powerlines and hundreds of 
substations across the state.  It is one of the region’s largest organisations, 
employing more than 1,800 people (Electro Annual Report, A18).  The organisation 
operates in a highly regulated environment with the pricing of its services controlled 
by the Australian Energy Regulator (AER). 
In addition to electricity provision, Electro provides electrical infrastructure 
project management, construction and maintenance services for other businesses 
and government.  This aspect of Electro’s business is mainly project-based and 
managed through project management tools (Electro IT Manager, I9iv).  The 
management of the projects is overseen by project managers based in the Field 
Services and Network Distribution business units.  The IT/IS department also 
employs project managers focused solely on the IT systems that support and 
operate the electricity distribution network (I9iv; I9v).  
The purpose of the consulting engagement studied was to assess the 
feasibility of implementing PPM – a software module of the ERP (Enterprise 
Resource Planning) system SAP – throughout Electro.  The engagement was a 
spin off from a larger programme of work which focused on re-designing Electro’s 
asset management strategies and processes (Electro engagement brief, A17).  
Shortly after it had embarked on the large project, it became evident that Electro 
would not be ready for some time to commence with such an extensive scope of 
work until it had addressed issues with data and existing IT platforms (Electro IT 
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Manager, I9iv).  However, Electro had already purchased the PPM software and 
could potentially benefit from its implementation.  The PPM feasibility study was 
therefore commissioned by the CIO as an interim project while the organisation 
addressed the issues with the programme of work (I9iv).  
If implemented, PPM would become the standard tool for managing Electro’s 
capital portfolio of work, which was significant at more than $1.5 bn AUD annually 
(Electro IT Manager, I9iv).  One of the engagement outcomes would be to allow 
project managers in Electro to manage their projects in a consistent manner, 
making the most efficient use of Electro’s resources (I9iv).  The brief for the 
feasibility study was to assess whether the PPM module could meet the project 
management requirements of the IT department – a contained, non-client-facing 
business that would be used as proxy for Electro (Electro engagement brief, A17).  
The engagement potentially impacted 30 project managers in the IT department 
who were using Microsoft Project
TM
 to manage projects.  If PPM proved a feasible 
replacement for MS Project, the opportunity to implement it throughout Electro 
would be explored.  In keeping with Electro’s project management methodology, 
the engagement was overseen by a Steering Committee (Steercom) comprising 
the IT Manager, the CIO and the PMO (Project Management Office) Manager.   
The engagement spanned approximately three months, at the end of which the 
Steercom was presented with a feasibility study report containing an assessment of 
the issues and the recommendation to not implement PPM (Feasibility Study 
Report, A16).  The Steercom accepted the recommendation and decided to retain 
MS Project for project management activities. 
The consultants comprised a team of three, who were selected based on 
their individual expertise (Electro IT Manager, I9iv) and took on the roles of Project 
Manager, Solution Architect and Business Analyst.  The Electro study differs from 
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NOTPROFIT as the consulting team comprised an Electro employee – the Project 
Manager – and two external contractors – the Business Analyst and Solution 
Architect.  Electro’s IT manager, who appointed the consulting team, wanted more 
insight into the functioning of this blended team (I9iv), an aspect which the 
researcher therefore included in the observation protocol for the study.  
In terms of technical knowledge, the three consultants had more than 20 
years’ combined experience in SAP (I9i; I9ii; I9iii).  However, only the Solution 
Architect had experience of the PPM module, having implemented it at five client 
sites previously (I9iii).  According to Electro’s IT Manager, the Solution Architect 
was ‘head hunted’ (I9iv) through an IT recruitment agency specifically for his 
technical knowledge of the PPM module and his track record of having successfully 
implemented the PPM module in other organisations.  This indicates that Electro 
sought his knowing of SAP PPM.  To complement the Solution Architect’s 
expertise, the Project Manager was selected based on his knowing of Electro, 
which related to his experience with managing projects in Electro and his 
knowledge of Electro’s organisational context.  In addition, he had also expressed 
an interest to learn more about the PPM module (I9iv).  The Business Analyst was 
selected based on his knowledge of Electro’s context and his availability, as his 
main role was to support the project team administratively.  The composition of the 
project team therefore adhered to the consultant-as-expert interaction model with 
consultants holding different domains of expert knowing.  The Solution Architect 
held technical and implementation knowing of PPM and the Project Manager held 
knowing of delivering projects successfully within Electro’s organisational context. 
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Electro engagement preparation a challenge    
The preparation for and planning of the Electro engagement proved to be a 
challenge as consultants sought to structure interaction events in a way that would 
support opportunity exploration.  The engagement consisted of eight consultant–
client interaction events, or workshops, attended by all three consultants and 
Electro participants.  As part of the planning activities, workshop participants were 
identified by the IT Manager and IT Delivery Manager and invited to attend the 
workshops by the Project Manager (I9ii) through the organisation’s meeting 
scheduling system.  Workshops 1 to 5 focused on gathering information from 
participants around current IT project management business processes – also 
referred to as the as is picture (I9ii) – while Workshops 6 to 8 were focused on 
providing feedback of the findings to participants.  The following table details the 
topic of each Workshop as stated in the invitations to participants:  
Workshop 
number 




Prioritisation and Scoring 
3 
Project Planning  
4 
Project Execution and Resourcing 
5 
Corporate Reporting  
6 1
st
 Feedback workshop 
7 2
nd
 Feedback workshop 
8 3
rd
 Feedback workshop 
Table 4.4 Electro workshop topics  
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Following the workshops, four Electro clients participated in the pre- and 
post-engagement interviews for this study and contributed client diaries, namely: 
i. IT Quality and Compliance Manager 
ii. IT Project Manager 
iii. Project Manager: Utilities 
iv. IT Delivery Manager   
The Electro engagement differed from other typical consulting engagements, such 
as the NOTPROFIT engagements, which are planned as problem-solving events 
(Appelbaum & Steed, 2005) where a solution is developed and implemented to 
address a specific problem in the client organisation.  As is discussed elsewhere in 
this chapter, in these engagements clients articulated the problem or issue in the 
pre-engagement stage, which then served as a point of focus throughout the 
engagement, for instance to help structure the knowledge shaping activities during 
consultant–client interaction events. 
In the case of Electro, the organisation already had a solution in PPM and 
instead had to surface the problems that PPM could solve for the organisation 
through the engagement (I9ii).  In contrast to the NOTPROFIT engagements, which 
were driven by an existing client problem, the business drivers for the Electro 
engagement were therefore based on finding the potential solution opportunities 
offered by PPM.  The consultants grasped this focus, leading them to articulate the 
engagement outcome as a journey:  
The journey we’re taking at the moment is more one of discovery. Where we’re 
discovering information from the business folk, that we’re going to be using to 
draw some conclusions and make some recommendations about next steps. 
(Project Manager, Electro, I9ii)  
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While the outcome of the Electro engagement was less specific than those 
for the NOTPROFIT engagements, the consultants still had a clear objective to 
develop the feasibility study report as a deliverable (I9ii; I9iii).    
However, the unusual engagement brief posed a challenge to the consulting 
team, as it did not fit with Electro’s standard project management methodology, 
which was based on the PRINCE2 methodology
1
 (I9ii) and followed a conventional 
problem–solution orientation. The Project Manager explained that while the 
engagement was situated within the Initiate stage of the project management 
methodology (see Figure 4.1), there were no documented business requirements 
which meant the team could not follow the usual staged approach to planning 
engagement delivery.    
 
 
Figure 4.1 Observed engagement part of Initiate stage in Electro project management 
methodology (Source: Electro Engagement Brief, A17) 
 
The Project Manager explained that the consulting team solved this dilemma by 
separating the project control aspects from the delivery of project content:    
I guess it’s a mix of things.  In terms of managing this project and controlling 
the project vs. the content that we’re dealing with.  Electro IT has a project 
management methodology based on PRINCE2, so that is the guiding light in 
                                               
 
1
 PRINCE2, an acronym for Projects in controlled environments, version 2, is a project 
management methodology.  It was developed by the UK’s Office of Government Commerce 
(OGC) and encompasses the management, control and organisation of a project. 
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terms of project control and the staged approach to what we’re doing.  In terms 
of the content, we’ve been very dependent on X (Solution Architect) in terms of 
proposing how we go about this.  We’ve probably complemented that with 
input from Y (Business Analyst) and others in terms of how Electro IT might 
typically undertake this exercise.  Which historically is more a waterfall 
approach – assessment of current situation, understanding of future vision, 
requirements, system design, potentially product selection etc.  So I guess 
we’ve taken that typical waterfall and taken some things from that to add into 
what X has proposed in terms of how he’s seen it done at other clients. 
(Project Manager, Electro, I9ii) 
As is evident from this comment, the consulting team co-created the 
engagement interaction approach by drawing on each other’s expert knowing.  In 
particular, the team relied on the Solution Architect’s knowing of PPM in other 
contexts to adapt the methodology.  However, the Solution Architect explained that 
he found this approach challenging:  
Usually I will join a project at the point where the decision had already been 
made to implement the software module and then I only need to focus on the 
implementation, not on the actual feasibility assessment. 
(Solution Architect, Electro, I9iii).   
This indicates that the Solution Architect was used to providing his expert 
knowledge in settings with clearly defined problems and therefore found the 
requirement to co-create the engagement approach unusual.   Some Electro clients 
shared the sense of exploring opportunities with the consulting team – as illustrated 
by this comment from the IT Strategy Manager:   
The opportunity that I see with it – the real opportunities – are: it can provide 
us with the visibility of everything.  Say if you were running everything through 
this environment and it was set up to provide us with the strategic linkages, 
which therefore means we understood the goals of the organisation in the first 
place … and the strategic linkages by the actual investment and the 
programmes of work that are supporting those strategic initiatives, broken 
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down into the projects, and therefore the spend and the resource allocation 
with the run rate or the burn rate that we’re incurring … we can suddenly see 
the whole organisation. This is all the work being tracked, and we can see how 
we’re going – either vs. plan or investment or hours – whichever view we want, 
we can actually derive that view. 
(IT Strategy Manager, Electro, I9vi) 
However, most Electro client comments about business drivers indicate that 
they found the absence of a clear problem confusing.  Several clients expressed 
concern that the actual problem had not been clearly defined and that the planned 
consultant–client interaction in workshops would not be addressing the right issues:   
I don’t really know what problem we’re trying to solve.  We haven’t necessarily 
defined exactly what our requirements are. 
(IT Quality and Compliance Manager, Electro, I9vii) 
 
I think PPM has a huge amount of potential, but I believe we’ve started at the 
wrong point.  And we can potentially do a lot more with it, but we’re going to 
have to back track.  And therefore, what are we solving for here?  And have 
we actually selected the right thing with which we should solve?  The next level 
of concern – which I have voiced in meetings  – really goes back to how I 
would think PPM would actually engage as a project or as an initiative.  There 
is no enterprise architecture level engagement. 
(IT Strategy Manager, Electro, I9v) 
 
So what problem are we trying to solve here?  Because we haven’t actually 
identified the problem.  These are not criticisms of management, I’m just telling 
you what’s going on.  We have X, who is our GM. Now he’s not IT literate.  His 
belief is that IT … that we don’t manage our money.  Because we’re always 
going back to him saying ‘I need more money for this project’.  My view on that 
is that it’s not managing the money that’s the issue; it’s managing the 
estimates that are wrong.  And we get our estimates wrong because we 
always, always forget about activities that we need to do.  So it’s an estimating 
problem, not a dollar ($) management problem. 
(IT Delivery Manager, Electro, I9vi)   
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The above comments indicate that Electro clients would have found it easier to 
make sense of the engagement if it had been associated with a clearly articulated 
problem.  This is aligned with Carlile’s assertion (2002, p.445) that knowledge 
transformation is best supported with knowledge localised around a specific 
problem, which explains why the absence of a clear problem statement made it 
difficult for clients to visualise the engagement drivers and outcomes.  As is evident 
from the comments above, clients found it difficult to engage in this type of 
unstructured thinking and therefore, as will be discussed in Chapter 5, expressed 
an expectation that the consultants would provide them with a clear problem 
statement before or during the engagement interactions. 
NOTPROFIT AND ELECTRO ENGAGEMENTS PLANNED FOR PROVISION OF 
EXPERT CONSULTING KNOWLEDGE  
The second part of this chapter draws on a cross-case synthesis of the 
NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements to explore common themes related to the 
pre-engagement preparation activities and perspectives of consultants and clients, 
and how these influenced the structuring of the consultant–client knowledge 
shaping interactions in the engagement stage.  Three salient themes emerged from 
cross-case data analysis, namely that 
i. clients sought actionable knowledge from engagements but not knowing 
per se; 
ii. consultants planned engagement interactions as solution-provision events 
to address problems as articulated by clients; and  
iii. pre-engagement activities established an asymmetry in the consultant–
client relationship favouring consultants as experts and clients as 
knowledge recipients. 
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Clients seek actionable knowledge from engagements, but not knowing 
As the first part of this chapter has established, both NOTPROFIT and Electro 
clients embarked on the consulting engagements to address organisational 
problems.  As engagement outcome, clients therefore had an expectation of 
obtaining actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) which they could apply as 
a solution in their organisation.  Several NOTPROFIT clients also articulated this 
expectation in terms of receiving a tangible knowledge object – the action plan – as 
deliverable, which would assist them with implementing the solution in their 
organisations. 
The client comments also indicate an awareness of the deficits in their 
existing knowledge of other contexts and that clients regarded consultants as being 
able to give them access to sector knowledge.  For instance, clients referred to 
their knowledge as outdated, and expressed the hope that consultants would 
provide them with ‘…modern, up-to-date working knowledge into dinosaurs, for 
want of a better word’ (Director, NOTPROFIT 6, I6iv) as well as reduce their sense 
of isolation:     
We have an old-fashioned mindset in the company.  I think we’ve got a lot to 
learn.  I think we’ve been quite sheltered here and I’m open to information and 
change. 
(Office Manager, NOTPROFIT 2, I2ii)  
While clients hoped to gain actionable knowledge and specific knowledge 
artefacts from the engagement, the findings shows that they did not express a 
specific expectation to achieve knowing (Orlikowski, 2002) from the engagement.  
Knowing in this sense incorporates the engagement knowledge with the know-how 
to apply it within their organisations.  In interviews, the inexperienced clients did not 
explicitly refer to the application of knowledge in their organisations (I1ii; I2ii; I3ii; 
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I8ii), which would indicate that they had not thought beyond their participation in the 
engagement interactions.   
In contrast, existing experienced clients – such as NOTPROFIT 5 and 7 – 
appeared confident in their knowing to use engagement knowledge and indicated 
that they viewed implementation as their role and did not require assistance from 
consultants: 
The consultant’s not a silver bullet.  He’s an external, it’s all care – no 
responsibility – as far as I’m concerned. Because if you put too much trust in 
him being able to convert what we’re saying to reality, you’re going to be really 
disappointed. 
(General Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7ii) 
 
I’m always worried about external people helping with implementation. 
Because as soon as they walk out, you don’t have the structures in place to 
maintain it.  Because you always go ‘Ah, X (consultant) will be back’.  Or ‘what 
do we do here, X?’  So for me, I think you’re the masters of your own destiny. 
So you’ve got to be able to do the implementation. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, I5ii)    
These comments suggest that the experienced clients in particular were not 
helpless, but instead actively managed the scope of the consultant’s expert 
knowledge contribution in relation to an insider/outsider boundary (Sturdy et al., 
2009a), treating consultants as knowledge insiders during the actual engagement 
and as outsiders at the end of the interactions when clients started using the 
actionable knowledge.  From a knowledge shaping perspective, this raises the 
interesting point that clients – experienced clients in particular – do not necessarily 
expect consultants to assist with the establishment of client knowing.  Instead, 
these clients sought to retain control over contextualising the engagement solution 
themselves to apply in their organisations. This hints at a potential role shift for 
clients, moving from silent knowledge recipients at the start of the engagement to 
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knowing implementers once consultants leave.  This transformation in client roles 
will be explored further in Chapter 6.       
Consultants planned engagements to support the provision of a solution  
Consultants in both the NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements utilised pre-
engagement planning activities to structure engagement interactions for the 
provision of pre-configured solutions to clients.  In most engagements observed, 
the problems to which the solutions would be applied were taken-for-granted as 
consultants spent very limited time on clearly defining clients’ problems statements.  
Instead, consultants focused their preparation activities on providing a pre-
configured solution in a repeatable manner.  
In the subsidised and partially subsidised NOTPROFIT engagements, 
consultants did not question the problem statement as articulated by the clients in 
the pre-engagement stage.  The result of this was that interaction events were 
planned for transactional knowledge provision, as opposed to a process consulting 
interaction (Schein, 1999) between consultants and clients, where both consultants 
and clients participate in identifying and articulating the problem statement.  The 
limited pre-engagement interrogation of clients’ problem statements did not support 
the building of client knowing about engagements, but instead reinforced 
consultants’ expertise by indicating that consultants would assess the problem 
statement and decide themselves about which appropriate solution to deliver to 
clients.   
The pre-configured solution focus was further illustrated by NOTPROFIT 
consultants not spending significant time to gain better insight into each client’s 
specific organisational context.  For instance, consultants indicated in pre-
engagement interviews that their preparation for engagements with new clients 
 148 Chapter 4: Consultant–Client Interactions during 
the Pre-engagement Stage 
mainly involved browsing through the client organisation’s website (I1i, I2i, I3i).  
While consultants had telephonic and email contact with key clients, such as the 
owner or a senior manager, in the pre-engagement stage, these conversations 
addressed decisions around workshop participants and other engagement logistics 
and not clients’ problems or organisational context (I1i; I2i; I5i).  This suggests that 
consultants did not consider the knowledge difference (Carlile, 2004) between 
themselves and clients as a significant barrier to knowledge shaping in the 
engagement.      
Consultants in NOTPROFIT’s subsidised engagements ascribed their limited 
pre-engagement research of client organisations to temporal constraints, indicating 
a need to adhere to the engagement’s tight time allocations (I1i; I2i; I3i).  
Consultants also expressed the view that their time would be more productively 
spent on interacting with clients during the workshops.  Several of the consultants 
interviewed indicated that they planned to gain more insight into the client 
organisation at the start of the workshops, for instance by using NOTPROFIT’s 
standard practice of starting new client engagements with a walk around the 
client’s premises (I1i; I2i; I3i; I8i).  Consultants’ expectation that clients would 
provide them with insights into the client organisation indicates that they did not 
seek to become knowledge insiders (Sturdy et al., 2009a) to the organisation.  
Instead, by maintaining an outsider status, consultants could remain as impartial 
third party advisors and engagement facilitators. 
A contrasting picture emerged from NOTPROFIT’s fully commercial 
engagements (NOTPROFIT 4 and 7), where clients were paying for the consulting 
service.  Here consultants described how they had engaged with clients to shape 
the problem definition prior to formalising the engagement brief (I4i; I7i). 
Consultants related their participation in this activity as supporting clients in thinking 
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through the issues, articulating the engagement problem and deciding the type of 
engagement that would be suitable to address the problem (I4i; I7i).  The 
commercial nature of the engagements partly explains the time spent on defining 
the problem statements, as it meant that consultants were less constrained to 
adhere to specific engagement structure and time allocations but could instead 
manage their involvement through the overall time spent on the engagement.  
Consultants also had more scope to interact with clients and decide how to deliver 
the engagement.  In both commercial engagements, consultants also had an 
existing relationship with the client organisation, which meant they regarded 
themselves as insiders (Sturdy et al., 2009a) to some extent and therefore able to 
interact more informally with clients, as illustrated by the NOTPROFIT 4 
consultant’s explanation of his approach to the commercial engagement:   
So I’ve identified a whole lot of things and we’ve been asking a lot of difficult 
questions ... and they’ve come a long way in showing some, I suppose, 
management courage.  So in terms of spending my time ... because I’ve got 
the 10 days and the 8 days ... there may be a grey area day in there where I 
go down and do a bit of layout, and the other.  And we’ll have a chat about 
how they’re going, whether they need some help with it ... it’s convenient that 
they’re just down the coast so I can basically zip down there for half a day if I 
had to.  But usually, because of the arrangement, I can go down there for a 
day and maybe spend half a day talking about layout and the rest of the day 
talking about their mentoring; where they’re going with the other projects.  
Because I’m trying to implement some training programmes throughout the 
place as well.  
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 4, I4i)  
As explained earlier, in the case of Electro, the absence of a clear problem 
statement caused significant uncertainty among clients regarding the engagement 
drivers and outcomes.  The consulting team did not attempt in the pre-engagement 
stage to clarify the problem statement and also did not spend time gathering 
 150 Chapter 4: Consultant–Client Interactions during 
the Pre-engagement Stage 
additional information about Electro’s organisational context.  This could be 
explained by the consulting team’s existing familiarity with the organisation which 
positioned the Project Manager and Business Analyst as organisation insiders who 
were able to brief the Solution Architect on Electro’s organisational context (I9iii).   
Interaction events structured to support solution provision 
In all eight NOTPROFIT engagements studied, the consultant–client interaction 
events were planned and structured to provide a clear solution to client 
organisations.  Despite the differences in how client problems were articulated, 
consultants prepared to deliver engagements in a structured manner – adhering 
mostly to the consultancy’s methodology – and re-using consultancy knowledge.  
The extent to which engagement delivery was adapted varied according to the type 
of engagement as well as the individual consultant’s experience. 
There was no variation in the structuring of Assessment cluster 
engagements, as the use of an assessment instrument implied that it had to be 
delivered in a standardised manner (I2i; I3i).  In the Production process 
improvement cluster, consultants made only minor changes to engagement 
delivery, by changing the examples used in Workshop 1 presentations (I4i; I6i).  By 
comparison, in the Strategy cluster engagements consultants adapted the delivery 
to suit their experience and highlight their individual knowing.  In the case of 
NOTPROFIT 1 and 8, the consultants explained that they had a set of tools they 
could draw on as needed, and felt comfortable leaving the choice of tool until the 
workshop based on their own knowing of consulting in this particular area (I1i; I8i).  
In the case of NOTPROFIT 7, the consultant utilised NOTPROFIT’s innovation 
strategy methodology, but also drew strongly on his own experience in innovation 
environments and tailored the approach with specific examples and a case study 
(I7i).   The NOTPROFIT consultants adapted their approach to engagement 
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delivery based on their understanding of the client context – which they also 
described as ‘client maturity’ (I1i; I8i), – the stated problem, as well as their 
individual style of delivering engagements, as illustrated by the following comment 
from the NOTPROFIT 4 consultant: 
I suppose the big thing with our (NOTPROFIT’s) products is that we can have 
a ‘standard format’ for delivery of a tool, but it really depends on the maturity of 
the organisation as to how you customise that presentation.  So if we’re going 
to talk to somebody who basically is a mum-and-dad business with 20 
employees, the presentation there may be totally different to a larger 
organisation with 50 or 100 employees and turning over $50m with a MD and  
a CEO. The maturity, and the systems and structure in the organisations are 
totally different.  
 So when you start talking about ‘do you have a vision, mission and 
goals’, mom and dad have got it in their head, but they’ve never bothered to 
tell anybody.  Likewise you can go into the large organisation and they may 
have it plastered all over the walls, but they also may not have it.  
 So the big thing is that we have to be able to duck and weave with, if I 
can put it that way, reading the politics of the organisation and the maturity; 
when we go into an organisation, to just see where they’re at.  
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 4, I4i) 
Data from NOTPROFIT workshop agendas (A16) indicate that consultants 
allowed little or no time in workshops for unstructured knowledge shaping to occur 
or for new insights that could emerge during interaction sessions to change their 
delivery approach. 
Similarly, in the Electro engagement a repeatable structure was planned for 
Workshops 1 to 5 and Workshops 6 to 8.  This was based on the delivery 
methodology developed by the consultants, which utilised PRINCE2 as well as the 
Solution Architect’s knowing of previous PPM engagements.   
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As will be detailed in Chapter 5, the planning of engagements to support the 
provision of a solution did not support knowledge co-creation between consultants 
and clients.  Interaction events were mostly not planned to allow for unstructured or 
liminal spaces that could support knowledge transformation and the establishment 
of knowing.    
Pre-engagement activities establish an asymmetry in the consultant-
client relationship  
Findings from Electro and NOTPROFIT engagements show how both consultants 
and clients contributed to establishing the consultant-as-expert as interaction model 
in the pre-engagement stage.  This represents an asymmetry in the consultant–
client relationship in relation to expert knowledge, with consultants cast as 
disseminators or providers of expert knowledge and clients as willing knowledge 
recipients.  Consultants embedded this asymmetry by offering an expert solution 
and structuring interaction events to support the provision of their solution lexicon, 
while clients allowed consultants to manage the pre-engagement planning activities 
and willingly cast themselves in a knowledge recipient role.   
In contrast to clients who were aware of the gaps in their knowledge, 
consultants did not question the validity of their knowledge or indicate gaps in their 
knowledge thereby further reinforcing their expert role identity.  For instance, 
consultant comments suggested that they believed the proposed solution was the 
most suitable for the specific client problem it was being applied to.  NOTPROFIT 
consultants described their solution as setting a benchmark for clients (I3i; I5i), 
representing best practice (I1i; I2i; I3i; I4i; I5i; I6i; I7i; I8i) and being world class (I1i: 
I5i).  
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Similarly, in focusing on the opportunities offered by PPM, Electro 
consultants expressed the view that they regarded the PPM solution as a 




PPM is an area higher than Microsoft Project. The project management portion 
of it, which is dropping down a level from portfolio – essentially you could call it 
Microsoft Project on steroids.  It’s everything you have there, but it’s the 
integrated power into the financial data that’s running in SAP and also the 
human capital management area. 
(Solution Architect, Electro, I9iii)   
This data supports the view that consultants regard their knowledge as a 
complete solution which could be applied to clients’ organisational contexts without 
significant adaptation and illustrates the re-use of consultancy knowledge (Morris, 
2001).  This serves to explain why the social learning model (Nikolova & Devinney, 
2012) was not adopted during interactions as will be explored in Chapter 5, as 
consultants did not regard themselves as requiring new solution knowledge from 
clients.  Instead, it further established consultants as providers of expert 
knowledge.  
Consultants also indicated their knowing of client roles, for instance by 
referring to their industry experience in pre-engagement interviews, as illustrated by 
these comments from the Electro Solution Architect and NOTPROFIT 2 consultant: 
I’ve had 15-16 years of SAP experience. So I believe that I’m pretty 
experienced in terms of how the product works.  Expert is a very loose term.  
But I think in terms of the general market, I guess you can call me an expert. 
I’ve implemented PPM 4 or 5 times. I’ve been on a number of engagements in 
this particular space. I understand how the product works. I understand the 
lifecycle that it’s been through so far in terms of where it’s started and what it’s 
heading towards.  I’ve implemented it also within this industry, and particularly 
within the IT space. So I guess I bring that experience of their learnings.  
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 I guess I have a methodology that I can offer.  I have a lot of deliverables 
from previous engagements that can be used as – not necessarily solutions – 
but just as prompts.  As conversation starters, or props to help get significant 
points over to the business people.  Who really need to define their 
requirements and understand what it is they want and where they want to go. 
(Solution Architect, Electro, I9iii) 
 
My background is that I have worked in manufacturing, not necessarily in the 
tendering side of it but I have quality assurance experience, workplace health 
and safety experience, industrial engineering experience.  I also have a 
background in business.  So  I’ve been there and been involved in that sort of 
stuff, so I can tell them about the pitfalls you need to look into. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 2, I2i)  
This reference to previous work experience established the consultants’ 
knowing of the client’s organisational context, highlighting both the knowledge and 
understanding of what it is like to be a decision-maker and manager in an 
organisation.  The effect of consultants showing how they identified with clients 
served to establish a common identity and reduce the cognitive distance 
(Bogenrieder & Nooteboom, 2004) between consultants and clients, thereby 
supporting knowledge shaping during the engagement stage.  As will be examined 
in Chapter 5, consultants established this knowing at the start of the interaction 
sessions, which allowed them to direct the shaping activities over the course of the 
interaction sessions.  
Consultants prepare to deliver knowledge objects 
Regardless of the nature of the client problem, NOTPROFIT consultants cited the 
development of an action plan as the main engagement deliverable.  The action 
plan would be presented to clients as a means of implementing knowledge from 
the workshops (I5i; I8i).  The action plan in this sense could therefore be regarded 
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as a knowledge boundary object (Star, 2010) between the consultant–client 
interaction sessions and the client’s organisational context.  This is further 
supported by data presented in the discussion in Chapter 6, which shows that 
consultants used the action plan to delineate the end of the engagement and to 
signify the handover of responsibility for implementing the actions to clients.     
Similarly, in the case of Electro, the feasibility study represented a boundary 
object that would contain the findings – that is, the knowledge output – from the 
consultant–client interaction sessions.   
The feasibility study had to provide the Electro CIO with sufficient information 
to make a decision, as explained by the Project Manager:  
The stage we’re in is what we call the initiation stage, where the outcome is a 
feasibility study.  A feasibility study, based on a suitable level of understanding 
of the current situation in IT, and the pain points, and the requirements they 
have for improvements.  And based on forming an understanding of where IT 
wants to get to in their portfolio management, or project management 
capability, we’ll be forming recommendations about what that roadmap might 
be for IT.  So what’s the piece of the elephant to bite off and deal with first up. 
(Project Manager, I9ii)    
Clients cast in knowledge recipient role 
While pre-engagement activities established consultants as expert knowledge 
providers, clients were cast as knowledge recipients.  Clients contributed to casting 
themselves in this role.  For instance, pre-engagement findings showed no 
instances where clients’ challenged the expertise of consultants.  Instead, as 
illustrated earlier in this chapter, both NOTPROFIT and Electro clients actively 
sought consultants’ expert knowledge and unquestioningly accepted that the 
knowledge offered by consultants would be appropriate and sufficient to address 
the client’s problem.  
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Clients were also content to leave the planning of the consultant–client 
interaction events – and therefore the knowledge shaping interactions – to 
consultants.  No instances were observed or recorded where clients disagreed with 
or challenged the consultant on the proposed approach.  This indicates that clients 
were content to participate in the interaction sessions as structured by consultants, 
pertaining to both the knowledge content as well as the proposed delivery 
approach.  It also shows that clients viewed their participation during the 
engagement interactions as that of knowledge recipient, despite acknowledging 
that they would need to implement the actions after the end of the engagement.   
The main activity undertaken by clients in the pre-engagement stage was the 
identification of workshop participants.  The only formal engagement preparation 
undertaken by clients occurred in NOTPROFIT’s Assessment cluster engagements 
(NOTPROFIT 2, 3 and 5), where clients had to complete the questionnaire prior to 
Workshop 1.  This lack of a requirement for clients to prepare for engagements 
implied that consultants viewed the clients’ pre-engagement knowledge as 
sufficient.  Effectively consultants only expected clients to show up and participate 
in the interaction sessions.   
Clients themselves did not want to be more involved in planning the 
engagements.  For instance, NOTPROFIT clients felt that the pre-engagement 
communication with consultants as it related to workshop participants, proposed 
delivery approach and deliverables, was sufficient, as typified by this comment 
from the NOTPROFIT 6 Managing Director:    
I feel we have been well briefed and the consultant has been pro-active in 
explaining the process to us. So our expectations are not different to what he 
has explained. 
(Managing Director, NOTPROFIT 6, I6ii) 
 Chapter 4: Consultant–Client Interactions during 
the Pre-engagement Stage 157 
Interviews with new NOTPROFIT clients suggested that they were 
comfortable letting consultants plan the engagements based on the reputation of 
NOTPROFIT as consultancy, supported further in several cases by having been 
referred to NOTPROFIT through the government department which they trusted.  
Existing NOTPROFIT clients also referred to their relationship with the consultants 
and their understanding of the client’s business context: 
We trust X (the consultant) to bring the best process as he understands our 
business.  
(General Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, I5ii)  
 
We trust the consultant, given his own experience in this area and his 
understanding of our business.  
(Managing Director, NOTPROFIT 7, I7ii). 
In the case of Electro, clients did not question the proposed interaction 
approach, and again indicated in pre-engagement interviews that they trusted the 
consulting team’s expertise, as evidenced by this comment from the Project 
Manager: Utilities:  
I trust the team to guide us in the right direction.  X (the Project Manager) 
because of his experience and understanding of the organisation – not just IT, 
but the rest of the business.  So I think he’ll bring the benefit of making sure 
that whatever we’re doing is in line with the way the rest of the business works. 
And Y (Solution Architect) for his knowledge of SAP. (I9vii)  
Knowledge recipient clients are not helpless 
While clients were content to leave the planning of engagements to consultants, 
this study found that most clients were not seeking to set themselves up as 
helpless (Nikolova et al., 2009) or even victims (Sturdy et al., 2009b) of 
consultants, as they are often depicted in the literature.  Instead, clients were active 
participants in seeking out the consultancy’s expert knowledge and helping to set 
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up the consultant-as-expert dynamic.  This was particularly evident with 
experienced clients NOTPROFIT 5 and 7, who had a clear sense of the knowledge 
they wanted to obtain from the interaction events and how they planned to use this, 
as indicated by these client comments:  
I guess it’s our role to take it on and embrace the areas that need to be 
embraced.  Because there will be a list of stuff, but we can’t handle everything 
at once ... so it will be taking on what is in the best interest of the business and 
making sure that happens; being accountable for it. 
(Managing Director, NOTPROFIT 5, I5ii)  
 
Certainly my expectation is not that X (the consultant) is going to turn around 
and say ‘this is your new product; this is what you’re going to do’ ... that’s going 
to be our decision.  But the process he’s going to take us through, I’m 
confident that we will all literally come up with the same answers based on 
what he is taking us through. 
(NZ Country Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7ii) 
 
I don’t see a product coming out of it specifically. I see a service  .... And it’s 
not related to anything that we’re doing today.  Or shouldn’t be related to 
anything.  It’s not an improvement of a product. 
(General Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7ii)  
These comments indicate that experienced clients were considering the 
enactment of a post-engagement role as brokers (Wenger, 2003) of engagement 
knowledge and issues related to knowing in the pre-engagement stage already. 
Similarly, the Electro clients were considering implementation issues in the 
pre-engagement stage, especially related to persuading the wider organisation of 
the benefits of PPM.  To this end, the IT Manager explained how the organisation 
had actively recruited the Solution Architect for his technical knowledge – of the 
PPM module – and his past experience of having implemented the software in 
numerous organisations:   
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To have a resource who’s actually been there and done that.  Being able to 
manage that resource to actually be a really good source of knowledge for 
us.  And I think that’s invaluable.  So it is great to actually have a resource that 
could also go across, back to Works Management to explain what we’re doing 
in the context, and actually have some knowledge of our environment as well 
from a Project Systems (PS) perspective.  (emphasis added) 
 And that’s part of that change process – to actually understand how the 
rubber hits the road back down in project management land, but also then in 
portfolio land.  It’s difficult to get people who can think in that multi-dimensional 
level; who can move from that strategic point-of-view and from that holistic 
point-of-view, to understand how that needs to feed down even from a data 
perspective.  And then through the actual systems perspective. 
(IT Manager, Electro, I9v) 
Electro wanted to benefit from the Solution Architect’s ability to act as a 
bridge between the PPM solution and Electro’s organisational context, through his 
ability to relate other client experiences and issues that had to be considered in 
implementing the technical solution within Electro’s organisational context.  
Overall, analysis of data collected in the pre-engagement stage indicates an 
asymmetry in the social structuring of the consultant-client relationship.  
Consultants are cast as holders of expert solutions, which are sought by clients to 
address problems within the client organisation.  While there is some difference 
(Carlile, 2004) in domain-specific knowledge held by consultants and clients, this 
difference is not explored in the pre-engagement stage. Instead, knowledge 
shaping activities are focused on reducing novelty (Carlile, 2004) in the 
engagement setting, potentially to enable consultants to provide their pre-
configured solution in a repeatable manner to amenable client participants, as will 
be elaborated in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter contributed to answering RQ1: How do management consultants and 
clients shape knowing? by examining the pre-engagement stage of nine consulting 
engagements.  Data was collected through pre-engagement interviews with 
consultants and clients, as well as the analysis of documentary evidence.   Study 1 
(NOTPROFIT) and Study 2 (Electro) were analysed individually, following which a 
cross-case thematic analysis was undertaken.  Three salient themes emerged from 
the cross-case analysis, namely that: 
i. clients sought actionable knowledge from engagements but not knowing 
per se; 
ii. consultants planned engagement interactions as events to provide solutions 
to client organisations; and  
iii. pre-engagement activities established an asymmetry in the consultant–
client relationship favouring consultants as experts and clients as 
knowledge recipients. 
An analysis of the reasons for clients to engage consultants, expressed as 
outcomes and deliverables, indicated that the NOTPROFIT and Electro studies 
represent contrasting perspectives.  NOTPROFIT engagements were initiated as 
problem-solving interactions, while the Electro engagement was built around 
exploring opportunities for the use of an existing solution, SAP PPM, within the 
organisation.  Despite this difference in engagement drivers, the expected outcome 
from both studies was a codified knowledge object in the form of a document.  This 
indicates that the consulting engagements would be carried out in a manner that 
supported the development of the tangible knowledge objects and not the 
establishment of client knowing as such.        
Data does not support the idea that discrepancies between consultants and 
clients related to the business drivers cited at a pre-engagement stage are a 
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significant cause of engagements not realising anticipated outcomes.  Instead, 
consultants and clients in this study cited similar business drivers for engagements, 
with the main difference that clients took a localised focus – on their organisation – 
while consultants added an industry or sector perspective.  This supports existing 
research that consultants can contribute sector knowledge (Sturdy et al., 2009a) to 
client organisations.  It is further supported by client references to themselves as 
‘dinosaurs’ and ‘sheltered’ and their knowledge as ‘outdated’, which indicates client 
awareness of their need for advice and receptiveness to consultants’ expertise.     
Clients expected to obtain actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) 
from engagements, which they could apply as a customised solution in their 
organisations.  This adaptation of knowledge to suit their organisational context 
points to the brokering (Wenger, 2003) role some clients enacted in the 
engagements, as detailed further in Chapter 5 and 6.   
Data also shows that clients did not specifically expect to gain knowing 
(Orlikowski, 2002) from engagements.  Knowing in this sense incorporates the 
engagement knowledge with the know-how to apply it within their organisations.  
Differences emerged between inexperienced and experienced clients regarding 
post-engagement knowing.  New clients did not explicitly refer to knowledge 
application, which indicates that their thinking at the pre-engagement stage did not 
extend beyond the actual engagement interactions to consider knowing.  In 
contrast, experienced clients appeared confident in their knowing to use 
engagement knowledge.  These clients regarded the implementation of 
engagement knowledge as their role and did not seek assistance from consultants.  
From a knowledge shaping perspective, this insight raises the interesting point that 
experienced clients do not expect to obtain knowing from consultants and instead 
seek to retain control over contextualising engagement solutions to apply in their 
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organisations.  This hints at a potential role shift for clients, moving from silent 
knowledge recipients at the start of the engagement to knowing brokers who 
selectively use engagement knowledge once consultants leave.  
An analysis of NOTPROFIT and Electro consultants’ planning activities 
provided insights into the ways engagements were planned for the provision of pre-
configured solutions in a repeatable manner.  In the eight NOTPROFIT 
engagements studied, consultants prepared to carry out engagements in a 
structured manner, despite differences in how client problems were articulated.  
The approaches adhered to NOTPROFIT’s established methodologies and further 
emphasised the solution-focus to engagements and to consultancy knowledge re-
use (Morris, 2001).  In the case of Electro, consultants attempted to plan the 
engagements to allow for open discussion and opportunity exploration, but as will 
be shown in Chapter 5, the interaction sessions were also enacted in a structured 
manner that hinted at a solution focus.  These findings suggest that consultant–
client interaction events are not planned as settings for knowledge co-creation or 
transformation, but instead as events where consultants can provide pre-
configured knowledge solutions to clients.   
In planning engagement interactions as solution-delivery events, consultants 
drew on a repeatable workshop structure, specified timeframes, and standard 
approaches or methodologies of delivery.  These activities reduced the novelty 
(Carlile, 2004) in engagement settings and would enable consultants to direct the 
knowledge shaping processes during interactions events.  However, the pre-
defined focus also reduced the prospect of liminality occurring in the interaction 
events.  Given Czarniawksa & Mazza’s (2003) use of the concept, the creation of a 
liminal space is a necessary condition for knowledge transformation.  By setting up 
engagements for the provision of solutions in a pre-structured manner and 
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positioning consultants as experts and clients as knowledge recipients, 
engagements therefore moved away from a space conducive to knowledge co-
creation possibilities.   
The specificity with which the client organisations’ problems were articulated 
further served to reduce the novelty in the engagement setting.  Consultants drew 
on the problem statement as articulated by clients to construct, narrow and 
delineate the provision of solution knowledge in terms of the type and scope of the 
solution, and plan the temporal structuring of the engagement.  This therefore 
helped to establish the criteria by which consultants in particular would assess their 
engagement performance.  The data supports existing studies showing that the 
performance indicators used to structure engagements focus on project-related 
criteria (Luo & Liberatore, 2009) such as timeframes and deliverables, rather than 
process-related concepts such as client learning or knowledge transformation.  In 
this sense, consulting engagements are similar to other organisational projects in 
terms of being temporally scoped, delivery focused and assessed in terms of 
tangible outputs – in this study represented by knowledge artefacts such as action 
plans and reports.       
Almost no knowledge co-creation between consultants and clients was 
observed in the pre-engagement stage.  This was particularly evident in activities 
related to defining the organisational problems to be addressed by the 
engagement.  In the subsidised and partly subsidised NOTPROFIT engagements, 
consultants accepted clients’ framing of the problem without question, citing 
reasons such as the temporal constraints within which these engagements had to 
be undertaken.   
   Consultants therefore accepted clients’ knowing of their organisational 
issues and did not encourage dependence (Carlile, 2004) between themselves and 
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clients.  This weak dependence in the subsidised engagements offers some 
explanation for consultants disengaging from engagements with relative ease after 
handing over the deliverables, as will be elaborated in Chapter 6. 
  In the commercial engagements, where clients were paying directly for 
consultants’ time, consultants reported taking a more interactive approach with 
clients to jointly articulate the problem statements, thereby also establishing greater 
dependence (Carlile, 2004) between the parties.   
Evidence of the absence of consultants interrogating client problem 
statements from this study supports previous research that consultants maintain an 
outsider (Sturdy et al., 2009a) role and prefer to plan engagements around 
solution-delivery (Kipping & Engwall, 2002), rather than as dialogic spaces 
supporting  knowledge co-creation.  Findings suggest that the clients in this study 
held a similar solution-focus, as evidenced by the Electro case where the lack of a 
clear problem statement caused client participants to question the reasons for 
embarking on the engagement. This supports the view that consultants and clients 
prefer engagement settings situated around a specific problem (Carlile, 2004), 
which would reduce the ambiguity in the engagement setting.   
The data also showed that consultant activities in the pre-engagement stage 
structured the engagement to support the consultant-as-expert interaction model 
(Nikolova et al., 2009). Consultants did not question their own expert knowledge, 
but instead positioned their expertise as the most appropriate solution, referring to 
concepts such as ‘best practice’ and ‘world class’.  Consultants also referred to 
their own industry experience – which enabled them to share war stories with 
clients – as a way of showing they could relate to the client context.  However, as 
elaborated in Chapters 5 and 6, this identification did not impact on how 
consultants enacted their identity as consultants. Based on the pattern of 
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knowledge shaping behaviours in the pre-engagement stage, an asymmetry was 
established in the consultant–client relationship and indeed, as will be shown in 
Chapters 5 and 6, the consultant-as-expert remained uncontested over the course 
of the engagement.    
While consultants and clients both held expert knowledge and knowing in the 
pre-engagement stage, consultants’ knowledge was privileged as representing the 
best solution.  Clients accepted this and, as will be shown in Chapter 5, client 
knowing of the organisational context was relegated to information input 
contributing to the consultants’ solution delivery. This finding is significant as it 
points to one mechanism through which engagements are structured to privilege 
consultants’ solution expertise over that of clients.         
Clients embedded the consultant-as-expert model further by actively seeking 
out consultants for their individual as well as the consultancy’s expertise.  Clients 
did not question the consultants’ knowledge base, or the appropriateness of the 
proposed solution or delivery approach. Clients were also content to leave the 
planning for the delivery process of the actionable knowledge to the consultants, 
citing reasons such as the consultancy's ‘credibility’ and their ‘trust’ in the 
consultant – the latter particularly in the case of clients experienced in consulting 
engagements.  Client involvement in engagement preparation extended to the 
identification of workshop participants, thereby determining who would become 
engagement insiders (Sturdy et al., 2009a). These findings suggest that clients are 
content to be cast as passive knowledge recipients – expected to ‘just show up’ to 
interaction events – and offers a significant new insight into how client identities are 
established at the start of consulting engagements.    
However, in contrast to the image of the client as helpless, clients indicated in 
their interviews that they did not require the consultants to assist with the 
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implementation of the solution.  This suggests that clients did not regard 
themselves as dependent (Carlile, 2004) on consultants beyond the interaction 
events of the engagement stage.  Instead, the data suggests that clients would 
take control of solution implementation and thereby shift their role from knowledge 
recipient to knowing implementer and broker, to be explored further in Chapter 6.    
In most of the engagements studied, consultants planned the workshops in a 
way that would support clients adopting the consultancy’s lexicon and not as 
opportunities to partner with clients in transforming and co-creating knowledge.  
The findings therefore call into question the popularised notion – particularly as 
expressed by consultancies – that knowledge transformation as conceptualised by 
Carlile (2004) is a key consideration in the planning of engagements.  The pre-
engagement stage findings are supported further by the analysis in Chapter 5 of 
observed workshops, which show that in this study, the full range of knowledge 
transformation activities did not take place during consultant–client interaction 
events.  Rather, this shaping process was limited to the dissemination of 
consultants’ re-usable solution lexicon to address an organisational problem or 
issue as articulated by clients.     
A key insight from the pre-engagement stage analysis relates to building an 
understanding of how the role identities of consultants and clients are established 
during the start of the engagement.  As will be elaborated in Chapter 5, these role 
identities were carried over to the engagement stage and remained unchallenged 
and intact during consultant–client interactions. 
Chapter 6 considers how clients enacted their knowing after the formal end of 
the engagement.  Chapter 7 synthesises the discussion from Chapters 4 to 6 and 
concludes the thesis.   
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Chapter 5:  Shaping Knowing during Consultant–Client 
Interactions in the Engagement Stage 
CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
Chapter 4 analysed data from pre-engagement interviews and documentary 
evidence to examine knowledge shaping activities in the pre-engagement stage, 
prior to consultant–client interaction events.  It showed that, in this study, 
consultant–client interaction events were planned as settings where consultants 
could provide their re-usable expert knowledge as solutions to amenable clients.  
This chapter contributes further to answering RQ1: How do management 
consultants and clients shape knowing? by investigating knowledge shaping 
activities and processes and the enactment of knowing during the engagement 
stage, as represented by consultant–client interaction events.  It draws on the 
researcher’s observation of 16 NOTPROFIT and 8 Electro workshops.  As detailed 
in Chapter 3 (Methods), the researcher adopted the role of observer-only (Burgess, 
1984) to minimise her impact on the unfolding shaping processes in workshops.  
The observed workshops were audio recorded and supplemented with observation 
notes made by the researcher during the sessions, using a pre-configured 
observation protocol containing sensitising constructs, as detailed in Table 3.6 
The researcher employed a dual-column note-taking approach (Bouma & 
Ling, 2004) to separate actual observations from insights about what was 
unfolding.  During observation, the researcher was particularly focused on 
identifying instances where a knowledge boundary – as conceptualised by Carlile 
(2002, 2004) – had been identified and detailing the behaviours of consultants and 
clients in recognising and bridging these knowledge boundaries.  
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During data analysis, audio recordings were replayed and relevant excerpts 
transcribed for further thematic investigation.  Documents related to the workshops 
– such as agendas; PowerPoint
TM
 presentations made by consultants; and 
deliverables including action plans and reports – were also analysed thematically.  
This chapter details how the consultant-as-expert interaction model was 
enacted during most of the observed workshops.  The data demonstrated that 
consultants took a solution-focus during the workshops, which was supported by 
the repeatable format of workshops and re-use of consulting knowledge.  This 
allowed consultants to control the interaction events and knowledge boundary 
bridging processes, thereby reinforcing their expert status.  While clients 
participated in the interactions, this was observed to be mostly as willing and 
unquestioning recipients of consultants’ expertise.  These findings align with the 
behaviours observed and descriptions offered by research participants in the pre-
engagement stage findings of Chapter 4.   
As in the pre-engagement stage, the overarching framework (see Figure 2.3) 
was again used as a lens to guide data collection, analysis and conclusions about 
the knowing client and the functioning of knowledge shaping in that context. The 
theoretical concepts incorporated in the framework include:   
i. knowledge boundaries and knowledge shaping processes as described by 
Carlile’s 3T framework (2004); 
ii.  consultant–client interaction and the influence of participation in consulting 
engagements, described by social learning theories such as Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) Communities of Practice (CoP) model; 
iii. the use of engagement knowledge by clients, described as client knowing 
and explained by situated learning theories; 
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iv. numerous insights from management consulting research, such as Nikolova 
et al.’s (2009) conceptualisation of consultant–client interaction models, 
and Handley et al.’s (2006) conceptual framework of individual learning 
through participation in a Community-of-Practice (CoP). 
Key findings 
Consultants employed three techniques to persuade clients of the merit of their 
proposed solution, namely introducing their consultancy lexicon as solution; 
painting pictures of an aspirational ‘to be’ state, and stepping back from bridging 
the pragmatic knowledge boundary. The most frequently observed knowledge 
boundary bridging process was translation (Carlile, 2004), which was applied to 
bridge the semantic boundary and in this study was employed by consultants to 
introduce their solution-lexicon to clients.  In many instances however, consultants 
did not confirm that shared meaning (Carlile, 2002) had been established with 
clients.  Consultants also did not enquire about common terms within client 
organisations, but instead introduced their lexicon as a source of difference 
(Carlile, 2004) and the most optimal solution to the client organisation’s problem.  
The knowledge shaping activities observed during interaction events, as 
represented by workshops, led to actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004), 
which enabled clients to take action.  However, client knowing was not observed to 
be addressed in the interaction events, as evidenced by the limited consideration 
given to the post-engagement implementation of solutions offered by consultants.  
Knowing in this context incorporates the knowledge content with the know-how to 
apply it in the client organisation. 
In addition, limited instances of knowledge transformation, which describes 
the process of new knowledge creation and instances when participants trade-off 
their individual interests (Carlile, 2004), were observed.  The rare examples of 
pragmatic boundary bridging and knowledge transformation were undertaken by 
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clients themselves, with little or no involvement from consultants.  Similarly, several 
instances were noted of consultants transforming engagement knowledge by 
themselves, outside the interaction events.  Knowledge co-creation, as represented 
in the social learning model of consultant–client interaction (Nikolova & Devinney, 
2012), was also not observed during workshops.  While the development of the 
action plan in NOTPROFIT engagements presented a possible means of enacting 
knowledge transformation and co-creation, these knowledge artefacts were instead 
reduced to repository-type (Carlile, 2002) boundary objects that clients could use 
as ‘to do’ lists post-engagement. 
Analysis suggests three factors to explain the pattern of knowledge shaping 
behaviours observed in the engagement stage.  First, despite the suggestion that 
knowledge co-creation would build a symmetrical consultant–client relationship, 
consultants’ knowledge shaping behaviours tended to reinforce the asymmetrical  
relationship established in the pre-engagement stage, with consultants as 
providers of expert solutions to client participants. Second, both consultant and 
client behaviours had the effect of reducing novelty (Carlile, 2004) in the 
engagement setting, which did not support the achievement of knowing. Neither of 
these two factors has been addressed in the knowledge shaping literature. 
A third factor emerging from the analysis suggests that the dynamics of 
consultant and client identity work explain the pattern of results indicated above.  
Observations showed that knowledge shaping in the engagement stage served to 
maintain the expert status of consultants established in the pre-engagement stage.  
In contrast, data showed adaptation in several client role identities from passive 
knowledge recipients to knowledge brokers.  While Carlile (2004) raises the issue 
of identity in the 3T framework, he argued that individual identity was not a 
significant factor in the bridging of knowledge boundaries.  However, the findings of 
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this study suggest that identity dynamics might play a much greater role in 
consultant–client interactions than Carlile allowed for. 
REPEATABLE WORKSHOP FORMAT AND KNOWLEDGE RE-USE EMBED 
CONSULTANT-AS-EXPERT  
An analysis of workshop agendas (A19), supplemented by audio recordings of 
workshops and the researcher’s observation notes, showed that in both the 
NOTPROFIT and Electro studies, consultant–client interaction events followed a 
structured format that was often repeated across workshops.  Workshops 
commenced with consultants establishing their individual expertise as well as that 
of the consulting firm. Consultants then checked expectations with clients, which 
served to provide commonality (Carlile, 2004) around the problem to be solved.  
Consultants proceeded to build an understanding of the client organisation’s 
current (as is) state and then provided a picture of an ideal (to be) state to client 
participants.  This was followed by an activity to establish the difference (or gap) 
between the current and ideal state, following which consultants would explain how 
their solution would enable the client organisation to bridge the gaps between the 
current and ideal states.  Most of the workshops observed concluded with the 
development of an action plan to enable clients to implement actions that would 
achieve the ideal state.    
Appendix E details the sequence of activities in the workshops, to illustrate 
how the repeatable workshop format influenced the shaping of knowing in the 
engagements studied, and forms the basis for the discussion in this section.  The 
repeatable format supported a solution focus in workshops and established the 
consultant-as-expert as the prevalent interaction model, allowing consultants to 
direct knowledge shaping processes in workshops.  In the NOTPROFIT 
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engagements, the workshop format also supported the development of actionable 
knowledge and tangible knowledge artefacts, but not client knowing per se.    
While the eight NOTPROFIT engagements addressed a variety of client 
problems – as highlighted in Chapter 4 – and offered a range of solutions, an 
analysis of workshop structures indicates similarities in the sequence of activities 
across the three engagement clusters: Assessment, Production process 
improvement and Strategy.  Similarly, the Electro workshops followed a repeatable 
structure with similar sequences in workshops 1 to 5 and workshops 6 to 8.   
Several common knowledge shaping activities were observed across the 
NOTPROFIT and Electro workshops, particularly related to how consultants 
established their expertise at the start of workshops; the use of client expectations 
to establish agreement on the problem to be solved; and undertaking a gap 
analysis to persuade clients of the merit of the consultants’ solution.  These 
activities supported consultants in providing a solution to client participants and 
also enabled consultants to control knowledge shaping in the interaction events, as 
detailed in the following section.     
Consultants established their expertise from the start of interaction 
events 
In both the NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements, consultants established their 
expert knowledge at the start of the interaction sessions by detailing their knowing 
of consulting practice as well as client organisations.  All the NOTPROFIT 
consultants introduced themselves in Workshop 1 of each engagement and related 
their individual work experience in consulting and non-consulting roles, as well as 
the consultancy’s track record.  Similarly, the Electro project team provided 
information about their SAP experience and highlighted the PPM expertise of the 
contracted Solution Architect at the start of workshops 1 to 5.  Clients were 
 Chapter 5: Shaping Knowing during Consultant–Client Interactions in the Engagement Stage 173 
observed to accept consultants’ representations of expertise and did not question 
or challenge consultant statements about their knowledge.  By focusing attention 
on their consulting experience, consultants also established a knowledge 
difference (Carlile, 2004) with client participants, thereby positioning themselves as 
experts who would provide current sector knowledge and solutions to the client 
organisation. 
Clients did not participate as equal partners in establishing expertise.  While 
clients briefly introduced themselves by providing their names and positions in the 
organisation, they were not invited to reciprocate with information about their 
experience and expertise.  This contributed further to the knowledge difference 
between consultants and clients and the asymmetrical structuring of the 
consultant–client relationship which placed consultants in the role of experts and 
allowed them to direct the knowledge shaping activities and processes over the 
course of the engagement.            
Client expectations as basis for agreement on the problem to be solved 
A second common activity across workshops was how consultants drew on client 
expectations to obtain agreement with client participants on the problem to be 
solved.  After establishing themselves as providers of expert knowledge, 
consultants in both the NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements asked clients for 
their expectations of workshop outcomes and documented these responses for 
later reference.  The expectations expressed by NOTPROFIT clients in workshops 
were the same as in the pre-engagement interviews, as detailed in Chapter 4.  This 
finding indicates that clients had clarity on the problems they wanted to solve and 
did not adjust their expectations after the start of the engagement.  In the case of 
Electro, the expectation-setting activity in workshops further highlighted the 
uncertainty expressed by clients in the pre-engagement stage related to not having 
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a clearly stated problem to solve.  The Electro consulting team recorded the client 
statements as provided by client participants, but were not observed assisting 
clients in clarifying their statements or engaging in discussion related to the 
absence of a clear problem.       
Consistent with pre-engagement stage findings, data from both NOTPROFIT 
and Electro workshops show that clients did not have a significant expectation of 
obtaining knowing from engagements.  Instead, in workshops clients articulated 
their expectations as wanting to address a specific business problem and obtain 
tangible knowledge artefacts.  These expressed expectations offers one possible 
explanation for the absence of active participation from clients in knowledge co-
construction during the engagements, as will be elaborated later in this chapter.  
Consultants did not challenge or question client problem statements but 
instead recorded the problem as expressed by client participants.  This action 
therefore supported knowledge shaping activities by establishing a common 
problem (Carlile, 2004) for workshop participants to address.  As will be discussed 
later in this chapter, this unquestioning acceptance of the problem enabled 
consultants to focus their knowledge shaping efforts on providing their expert 
solution.  By obtaining client agreement with the problem statement, consultants 
were given the agency to proceed with providing their expert solution.   
 It is also noteworthy that the common understanding was established around 
a specific problem and not around gaps in the knowledge of either clients or 
consultants. This further illustrates the solution-focus of workshops and explains 
the observed absence of knowledge co-creation in the interaction events.   
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Conducting a gap analysis and developing knowledge artefacts 
In both the NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements, consultants made use of a 
gap-analysis approach to persuade clients of the merits of their solution.  This was 
often conducted over several workshops, with one workshop establishing the 
current state (as is) and the next presenting an ideal state (to be) and addressing 
the gap between the two states.  In establishing the current state of the client 
organisation, clients acted as information providers to consultants by transferring 
(Carlile, 2002) information about their organisational context.  Consultants 
documented this information, for instance on flipchart paper or on computer, which 
had the effect of establishing common knowledge (Carlile, 2002) between 
consultants and clients about the organisational context.  Consultants asked some 
questions for clarification, but as with the expectation-setting activity, consultants 
did not challenge client statements of their current situation.  Consultants referred 
to this documented current state later in the workshops to support the introduction 
of novelty (Carlile, 2004) into the interaction and provide their proposed solution to 
client participants.     
NOTPROFIT consultants built their knowing of a new client organisation’s 
current state by starting engagements with a factory tour (W1i; W2i; W3i; W4i; 
W8i).  The factory tours entailed consultants walking around the production floor 
with key client participants and asking questions related to manufacturing 
operations, in this manner building their knowing of the client organisation and 
further establishing their expertise and potential to act as bridges between the 
client’s organisational context and the manufacturing sector context.    
After establishing the current state, consultants provided clients with a picture 
of an ideal state they could aspire to.  This technique was particularly evident in 
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NOTPROFIT’s Strategy engagement cluster and is addressed in detail later in this 
chapter.  
In the NOTPROFIT Strategy and Assessment cluster engagements 
observed, consultants facilitated clients through undertaking a gap analysis to 
establish the difference between the client’s current state and an envisaged ideal 
state.  These engagements concluded with the development of an action plan to 
address the gap between the current and ideal states.  The action plan 
represented a tangible knowledge artefact containing actionable knowledge (Cross 
& Sproull, 2004) that clients could implement in their organisations.  The 
development of the action plan signified the end of the interaction sessions and as 
will be detailed in Chapter 6, consultants did not participate in further knowledge 
shaping with clients after the handover of the knowledge artefacts.   
While a gap analysis was undertaken in workshops 6 to 8 of the Electro 
engagement, the consultants did not follow this with developing action plans in the 
workshops.  Instead, observations from workshops show that consultants used the 
gap analysis as a means of persuading client participants that the SAP PPM 
module represented an ideal state for project management in Electro.  The 
knowledge artefact for this engagement – the Feasibility Study – was developed 
over several weeks after the end of the workshops by the consulting team and 
presented as the solution to the project Steering Committee (Steercom).  
Structured workshop format supports problem-solving and consultant-
as-expert 
The overall pattern emerging from the sequence of activities in workshops clearly 
indicates that workshops were enacted as problem-solving events.  This is 
particularly noteworthy in the Electro engagement, where this approach was in 
contrast to what Electro consultants had indicated in pre-engagement interviews, 
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as detailed in Chapter 4, that they were planning the workshops as opportunity-
exploring events.  As was the case in the NOTPROFIT engagements, workshop 
agendas (A19) and observation notes show that Electro workshops were enacted 
through a repeatable format that focused interaction on the provision of a solution.  
A possible explanation for this was the requirement for the consultants to adhere to 
Electro’s standard project management approach (PRINCE2), and a temporal 
constraint requiring consultants to carry out the workshops within a specified time-
frame.  The difference between the planned approach and enactment of 
workshops supports existing research that the intended approach to an 
engagement as stated by consultants frequently differs from the actual approach 
taken during the engagement (Luo & Liberatore, 2009).   
The standardised approach also illustrates how problem-solving and 
opportunity exploration were bounded in the Electro engagement interactions.  This 
path-dependency (Carlile, 2004) to follow a specific approach in the workshops 
hampered knowledge shaping activities.  The bounded structuring of workshops 
restricted the extent to which interaction events became liminal spaces 
(Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003), in which consultants and clients could suspend their 
held knowledge and identities to embrace opportunities for knowledge co-creation. 
Consultants and clients both shaped the interaction space in this manner, with 
consultants drawing on their existing knowing of interacting with clients and clients 
appearing quietly amenable to the ideas provided by consultants, and not 
questioning or challenging the approach taken by consultants.  The repeatable 
workshop structure also limited the extent of novelty (Carlile, 2004) in the 
engagement setting, thereby supporting consultants in directing knowledge 
shaping activities. 
The repeatable sequence of workshop activities, such as the gap analysis, 
served to establish consultants as experts who were offering an expert or ideal 
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solution.  In particular, the workshop format supported consultants’ role as expert 
knowledge providers and that of clients as knowledge recipients.  It placed 
consultants in an apparent position of authority, to direct workshop activities in a 
manner that delivered new ideas to a client audience, whose main contribution was 
to provide contextual information about their organisations.  While clients appeared 
to accept this by staying silent and not challenging consultants, their behaviours 
later in workshops indicate that their silence did not mean they were not 
undertaking knowledge shaping by themselves as well, without consultant 
assistance. Indeed, the data supports the notion that silence from knowledge 
recipients does not imply non-participation (Van de Ven, 2007). 
In addition, the repeatable sequence of workshop activities allowed 
consultants to control the interactions by taking the lead as facilitators to direct the 
workshop content and sequence of activities, and decide which client participants 
to involve in the discussion.  The structured workshop format observed in this study 
also supported the practice of re-usable consultancy knowledge (Morris, 2001) in a 
repeatable format to clients.  This provided a familiar setting, particularly for 
consultants, where their identity as expert was not challenged and their control of 
the knowledge shaping processes could reinforce their expert status.  As noted in 
Chapter 4, consultants did not interact with clients on how the workshops would be 
enacted, but only focused on workshop outcomes – which did not make reference 
to new knowledge – thereby further establishing a solution-focus.   Clients did not 
challenge this, but remained quiet and seemingly accepting recipients of the 
engagement approach chosen by consultants.    
Knowledge co-creation between consultants and clients did not occur    
The sequence of workshop activities in the NOTPROFIT and Electro cases 
reinforced the notion of consultants providing a pre-defined solution in a 
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standardised format to clients and confirmed pre-engagement stage findings, 
presented in Chapter 4, which indicated that the consultant–client interaction 
events were being planned to enable consultants to provide their expert knowledge 
to a client audience.  This was regardless of the level of novelty in the 
engagements; for instance, the NOTPROFIT Strategy engagements generally had 
a higher occurrence of novelty but still followed a format that did not encourage 
knowledge co-creation.  While the Production process improvement engagements 
appeared to be enacted as co-creation events, with the consultant assisting client 
participants to undertake the measurement and value stream mapping of their 
workstations, analysis of activities indicated that it involved clients completing pre-
configured templates which would be given to the consultant for transformation 
outside the workshop.  Client participants were therefore acting as information 
providers to the consultant rather than as co-creators of knowledge.   
Two factors hampered knowledge co-creation in the engagement stage, 
namely the standardised approach to knowledge provision in workshops –
regardless of client problem or a client’s unique organisational context – and the 
limited time spent on identifying and verifying client problems.  The structured 
format and time constraints did not leave much scope for creating liminal spaces 
(Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003) where participants could deviate from the agenda to 
explore ‘off-the-cuff’ knowledge shaping opportunities.  Instead, consultants 
actively directed knowledge shaping activities during the workshops utilising three 
specific techniques, as will be highlighted in the following section.   
CONSULTANTS DIRECTED KNOWLEDGE SHAPING INTERACTIONS   
A thematic analysis of workshop activities yielded three techniques used by 
NOTPROFIT and Electro consultants to direct knowledge shaping activities during 
engagement interactions, namely introducing their consultancy lexicon as solution; 
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painting aspirational pictures of an ideal state; and steering the discussion away 
from the pragmatic knowledge boundary.  This section details how consultants 
applied each technique to persuade clients of the merits of their solution. 
Introducing the consulting lexicon as solution     
The first knowledge shaping technique used by consultants was to introduce their 
consulting lexicon as solution.  An analysis of the knowledge shaping processes 
observed during the workshops showed that translation (Carlile, 2004) was the 
most frequently occurring process.  It was employed by consultants as a way to 
bridge the semantic knowledge boundary faced when introducing new terms to 
clients.  Consultants would typically introduce a new term and then explain its 
meaning to clients, as illustrated by these examples from NOTPROFIT 2  
(Workshop 2) and NOTPROFIT 6 (Workshop 1) where consultants introduced the 
term 5S to clients:   
In terms of continuous improvement, there is one tool that is very helpful with 
that and it’s what we call 5S. (Consultant writes ‘5S’ on whiteboard.)  It’s a 
primary practice for LEAN manufacturing and having continuous improvement. 
So it’s about trying to eliminate wastes in your organisation – your workshop, 
but also your offices as well.  And those wastes include things like excessive 
materials handling, excessive inventory … waiting as well, excessive motion; 
overproduction as well.  Back in the 1950s, Toyota was probably the best 
example of using LEAN and over time they’ve certainly become very 
competitive by eliminating waste.  And one of the first things they implemented 
is what’s called 5S, with the 5 S’ being sort, set in order, shine, standardise 
and sustain.  
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 2, W2ii)      
 
What we’re going to embark on is a LEAN manufacturing journey towards 
manufacturing excellence.  That includes a number of tools that we use in 
LEAN manufacturing. Today we will be looking at 5S and Value Stream Map. 
This will lead us on to re-doing the layout of your factory.  Today and next 
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week we will be doing the 5S process in the workshop.  This is not 
management going out there and saying ‘guys, clean up your factory’. 
 
If you’re going to be world class and tour ready … then everywhere must 
be well organised and clean.  Everything has a place, everything’s in its place 
and you can find it in 30 seconds. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 6, Workshop 1, W6i)   
The focus on explaining the meaning of 5S indicates that consultants 
understood the importance of establishing shared meaning (Carlile, 2004).  
However, in most instances consultants explained the general meaning of terms 
without translating these to the clients’ specific organisational contexts.  This 
indicates that while consultants addressed the semantic knowledge boundary in 
introducing the new terms, they did not bridge this fully as they did not confirm that 
a shared meaning had been established.  
Consultants also did not focus on client knowing as they did not address the 
use of the terms in the client organisations.  A possible interpretation could be that 
consultants were shaping the interactions so that novelty (Carlile, 2004) did not 
surface, thereby ensuring that their status as providers of expert knowledge 
remained unchallenged.  Observed client behaviours indicated support for this 
consultant-as-expert dynamic, as clients appeared to accept the given meanings 
without requesting that consultants translate the terms to the client organisational 
context. 
The consulting knowledge provided to NOTPROFIT clients comprised new 
terms and differed somewhat between engagement clusters, as illustrated in the 
following table.  The term DIFOT (delivery in full and on time) was introduced 
across all three clusters.  The exception was NOTPROFIT 5, where the consultant 
did not introduce any new terms (W5i; W5ii).  The most likely reason for this is that 
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NOTPROFIT 5 was an experienced client and therefore already well versed in 
NOTPROFIT’s solution lexicon.  
Engagement cluster New terms introduced 
NOTPROFIT Assessment 
cluster 
DIFOT -  (W2i, W3ii) 
IMPROVE* (W2i) 
LEAN manufacturing (W2i; W3i) 
5S* (W2ii) 
NOTPROFIT Strategy cluster DIFOT (W1i, W7i, W8i) 
DIFOTIS (W7i, W7ii) 
LEAN manufacturing (W1i; W8i) 
Order winners and qualifiers (W1i; W8i) 
SCA (Strategic Competitive Advantage)  
         (W7ii, W8i, W8ii)  
5S* (W1ii, W8i) 
7 wastes* (W1i; W8i) 
NOTPROFIT Production 
process improvement cluster 
DIFOT (W4i; W6i) 
LEAN manufacturing (W6i) 
VSM - Value stream mapping (W4i, W6i) 
Visual performance system (W4i, W6i) 
5S* (W6i) 
7 wastes* (W6i)  
*Same name as a NOTPROFIT product 
 Table 5.1 New terms introduced by NOTPROFIT consultants to clients  
The new terms related to NOTPROFIT’s solution lexicon and frequently also 
represented a specific NOTPROFIT knowledge offering or product.  This served to 
reduce novelty in the engagement by offering clients the promise of a ready-made 
solution.  It also limited client participation in interaction events to being recipients 
of the consulting lexicon.  Terms such as DIFOT and LEAN manufacturing referred 
to general manufacturing concepts and while not NOTPROFIT products, similarly 
reduced novelty by describing specific engagement outcomes.  These terms 
suggested that clients did not need to create their own solution, but instead could 
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achieve desirable outcomes through adopting the consultant’s solution lexicon.  As 
will be detailed in the next section, new terms were often introduced as part of the 
ideal state described by consultants.  It was implied that clients’ adoption of the 
terminology would achieve this ideal state, thereby solving clients’ stated problems. 
For instance, in Workshop 1 of NOTPROFIT 6, the consultant links the adoption of 
LEAN production to faster delivery times for the client:  
You should have the consistency where you can deliver a product within 24 
hours, and the only way to guarantee that is total process control.  Taking on 
LEAN will give you that control, as it gives you a standardised production 
process. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 6, Workshop 1, W6i)  
Limited examples of clients translating their business terms for consultants 
were observed.  While clients did not question the meanings as introduced by 
consultants, their silence did not necessarily imply that they were giving up (Carlile, 
2004) on their held meanings of terms, as illustrated by this comment from the 
NOTPROFIT 1 Operations Manager related to the term 5S as introduced by the 
consultant in Workshop 2 (W1ii):  
We already do that in our business; we just call it something different. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 1, I1iv)  
This suggests that while clients may not have challenged consultants in 
workshops on the meaning of terms, they were actively interpreting new terms and 
translating these to their organisational lexicon.  As will be elaborated in Chapter 6, 
several clients were therefore quietly shaping their own knowing during the 
engagement stage by thinking about the use of the new lexicon within their 
organisations.       
In addition, several instances were observed where client participants 
resolved semantic knowledge boundary questions for themselves without apparent 
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participation from consultants.  For instance, with NOTPROFIT 3’s Workshop 2 
(W3ii), client participants were trying to agree on what ‘good management’ meant 
in the context of their organisation.  The consultant did not offer any advice and 
after a period of silence, the Financial Controller commented:  
Good management is the CEO letting us do what we do … we don’t have the 
ability to make the decisions we should in our role. 
(Financial Controller, NOTPROFIT 2, W3ii)  
This appeared to resolve the question and the workshop moved on from 
there.   As the consultant was aware of the client organisation’s leadership issues, 
as indicated to the researcher in the pre-engagement interview (I3i), his observed 
silence in this interaction could have been deliberate.  By not suggesting an 
interpretation, the consultant encouraged client participants to step out of the 
knowledge recipient role and interact with each other to broker a shared meaning 
around the concept of good management.   
The following example further illustrates this interaction dynamic.  In 
Workshop 1 (W3i), client participants were trying to gain consensus on the score 
for questionnaire item 5:   
Production Manager: What is the difference between employee ‘involvement’ 
and ‘engagement’? 
The consultant does not offer an interpretation, but instead keeps busy typing 
up scores on the overhead spreadsheet.  After some silence, the Financial 
Controller suggests:   
Let’s define ‘involvement’ as taking ownership. 
(NOTPROFIT 3, W3i) 
The client participants were faced with a semantic knowledge boundary 
(Carlile, 2002) to establish a shared meaning for involvement.  Clients did not ask 
the consultant for assistance, but instead bridged the semantic boundary 
themselves.     
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In the case of Electro, the new terms such as buckets and portfolios (W9i – 
W9viii) introduced by the consulting team embedded SAP PPM as the ideal 
solution.  At first glance these appeared to be technical terms; however, their use in 
the workshops indicated that the terms also related to the PPM solution and 
standardised business practices for managing projects.  It became clear through 
the consultants’ use of the terms that if Electro chose to implement the PPM 
module, it would also have to adopt the business practices supporting the PPM 
software and, by implication, adopt the usage of the terms as applied in the 
software solution.  Similar to the NOTPROFIT engagements, the Electro 
consultants explained the SAP-based meaning of new terms in workshops, but did 
not verify with clients that a shared meaning has been established.    
The term portfolio in particular appeared problematic and offers an example 
where the new SAP PPM terms introduced by the consultants were the same as 
terms already being used within Electro’s project management community.  The 
multiple possible meanings of portfolio caused significant confusion amongst 
Electro workshop participants.  Similar to the NOTPROFIT clients, Electro client 
participants sought to establish a common meaning through discussion amongst 
themselves, as illustrated by this example from Workshop 8 (W9viii): 
IT Strategy Manager:  In the to-be, we have to start including things we’ve 
been talking about, for instance the business capability model.  We need to 
start saying – from a portfolio perspective – what are we going to focus on?  
So what are we going to invest in to actually change the face of the business? 
I don’t see anything here (refers to PowerPointTM presentation and handouts) 
that’s saying to me ‘This is a portfolio, and this is why it’s a portfolio.’    
 
IT Delivery Manager: But we need to define portfolio. (Audible agreement from 
numerous other participants.)  Because you’re talking about portfolio as 
business and groups, is that right? 
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IT Strategy Manager: No. It’s associated with … what are the assets that 
enable the business capability?  Right down to the functions that the business 
performs. 
 
IT Manager: So if you look at the business capability model – it has customers, 
assets and work.  And in the customer realm, you’ve got the business 
capability that breaks down for customers.  So that’s ‘manage the customer, 
manage the retailer etc.’  So we’re saying, from a portfolio point of view … 
that’s your portfolio because that’s the way the organisation runs …  It’s a more 
structured method of doing it.  And then you put the strategy on top and it gets 
away from the wish list concept.  So it’s a planned approach. 
(Electro, W9viii) 
The consulting team remained silent up to this point, at which the Solution 
Architect offers an interpretation, drawing on his expert knowledge of PPM and 
pointing to a solution:    
Solution Architect: What we’re heading for here … the principle behind PPM is 
it’s like a funnel … and it’s about entering everything and anything upfront.  
And once it’s in the funnel, the business then defines the priorities. 
While this comment appears to steer the conversation in a different direction, 
it still does not bridge the semantic boundary relating to portfolio:  
IT Manager: But we’re saying … there shouldn’t be anything going in that 
funnel without us knowing what it is.  So we don’t want the wish list.  We want 
to do a strategic funnel process. 
 
IT Delivery Manager (to IT Manager): So for you, is a portfolio anything that’s 
going to leverage that?   
 
IT Manager: No, it’s my work portfolio.  Activities that create value to the 
business …  
 
Project Manager:  Well, PPM calls it a portfolio of work, which is work that’s 
being done …   
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Solution Architect: In SAP a ‘portfolio’ is a group of projects that achieves 
strategic or long-term objectives at any given time.  It represents the 
organisation’s investment structure for each type of portfolio it operates. 
The discussion is not pursued further but instead moves to a new topic. 
(Electro, W9viii) 
As this exchange shows, consultants initially did not participate in the 
discussion.  The Solution Architect then provided an interpretation that did not 
consider Electro’s use of the term but instead drew on his expertise of SAP PPM to 
persuade client participants that his interpretation of the term was the ideal.  This 
indicates that consultants were not considering giving up their held interpretations, 
but instead that Electro clients would have to let go of their held interpretations of 
existing project management-related terms such as portfolio if they chose to adopt 
the PPM module.    
Workshop observations therefore indicate that the consultants’ terminology 
became the language of the solution; for instance, being captured in the 
knowledge artefacts resulting from the workshops.  In both the NOTPROFIT and 
Electro cases, consultants regarded their solution lexicon as the ideal and not in 
need of translation to the client’s organisational context.  Instead, it was implied 
that clients would yield to the expert knowledge and adopt the terms without 
question.  This aligns with previous studies, showing that clients are frequently 
offered decontextualised solutions and expected to adapt these to their 
organisational context themselves (Collins, 2004).  In this manner clients therefore 
are expected to enact their own knowing, by applying the consulting solution to 
their organisations, without consultant participation.  
The lexicon dominance also reinforced the status of consultants as experts, 
enabling them to direct and manage the knowledge shaping processes in 
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interaction sessions.  This was further supported by the second knowledge shaping 
technique, persuading clients through the painting of aspirational pictures.       
Persuading clients by painting aspirational pictures of an ideal state for 
client organisations 
A second knowledge shaping technique employed by consultants during 
workshops was to paint a picture of an ideal to be or aspirational state for clients.  
This ‘ideal-state’ image was particularly powerful as it related directly to clients’ 
stated reasons – as described in pre-engagement interviews – for embarking on 
the consulting engagement.  Ideal states were evoked in different ways, with 
consultants drawing on their solution lexicon, examples from other organisations, 
and case studies to describe the ideal state.  In the NOTPROFIT engagements, 
similarities were observed in how the ideal state was presented within the 
engagement clusters, as detailed in Table 5.2.  
Engagement type Descriptions of the ideal future (‘to be’) state 
NOTPROFIT 
Assessment cluster 
Consultants presented a clear picture of the ideal state – 
that of a ‘high scoring’ organisation with average scores of 
4s and 5s on the 53-item questionnaire (W2i; W3i; W5i).  
Implied in this was the outcome – aligned with client 
expectations – that high scores would result in more 
successful tenders for large-scale projects.  However, 
consultants never explicitly stated in workshops that the 
changes would ensure increased tender success.  
NOTPROFIT 
Strategy cluster 
In NOTPROFIT 1 and NOTPROFIT 8 the consultants 
referred to ‘world class manufacturing’ as example of an 
ideal state (W1i; W8i). 
        In NOTPROFIT 7 extensive use was made of 
examples from both a manufacturing and non-
manufacturing context, as well as a formal case study of a 
hospital beds company to show how a design strategy can 
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The consultant referred to general terms such as a ‘world 
class manufacturing organisation’ (W4i; W6i) and being on 
the journey to LEAN manufacturing (W4i; W6i).  In this 
cluster, the ideal state was established as a visual standard 
with references in Workshop 1 (the education session) to 
visual boundary objects (Star, 2010), such as ‘before’ and 
‘after’ photographs of other client factories (W4i; W6i).  
       The consultant also drew on war stories of his previous 
position at Toyota to explain to clients the importance of 
quality management in particular (W4i; W6i).    
       The consultant introduced the concept of ‘tour ready’ to 
explain the ideal state that clients should be striving for on 
the factory floor – that is, to have the factory in a condition 
where potential customers could visit at any time (W4i; 
W6i). 
Electro Consultants referred to functionality of the SAP PPM 
module as well as potential benefits it could offer such as 
more accurate forecasting. (W9i to W9viii).  The Solution 
Architect drew on his previous engagement experience and 
referred to examples from other organisations in which he 
had implemented the SAP PPM module and the benefits 
realised by those organisations.    
Table 5.2 Descriptions of the ideal future (‘to be’) state evoked by consultants in workshops  
The ‘ideal-state’ images described above – presented as lexicon, examples, 
case studies, and visual standards – held the potential to function as ideal-type 
boundary objects (Star, 2010).  As such, these boundary objects could facilitate the 
bridging of the pragmatic knowledge boundary by supporting discussions around 
knowledge transformation that would enable clients to bridge the gap between their 
current states and the ideal states and establish client knowing.  However, 
workshop observations indicated that the boundary objects were not applied in this 
manner.  In most instances, the images of the ideal state were not incorporated 
into engagement deliverables or client knowing post-engagement.   
For example, in NOTPROFIT 4, an engagement with a re-designed factory 
layout as deliverable, the consultant described an image of the client’s factory 
being ‘tour ready’ (W4i, W4ii) as the ideal state.  This image was particularly 
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appealing as the client was trying to compete with manufacturers who had newer 
premises and were regularly hosting visitor groups through their factories (Director, 
NOTPROFIT 4, I4ii).  The effect of this image was therefore to set a visual 
standard client participants could aspire to in re-designing their factory layout.  
However, the notion of a ‘tour ready’ factory was not referred to again in post-
engagement interviews or client diaries, indicating that it did not become 
incorporated into client knowing. 
The ideal-state images offered consultants a further means of managing 
novelty in engagements.  Consultants offered pre-configured images to clients and 
no interactions were observed that could be regarded as clients co-creating the 
ideal image with consultants.  And similar to the introduction of the solution lexicon, 
clients did not question the ideal-state images presented by consultants.  
However, an unexpected result of the ideal-state images was that these 
appeared to create enthusiasm with client participants in workshops and increased 
clients’ general receptivity to consultant messages.  This enthusiasm was evident 
from the way clients participated in the workshops, which was observed in their 
eager contributions to workshop discussions.
2
  It also appeared to build client 
confidence that the to be state, as described by consultants, was achievable within 
the client organisation.  As will be explained in Chapter 6, in the post-engagement 
stage clients drew on this newfound identity as confident implementers to enact 
engagement knowing without further participation from consultants.   
                                               
 
2
 The ways in which the ideal state images served to encourage client participation was 
discussed by the researcher in a paper presented to the Academy of Management (AOM) 
2013 conference (see Messervy, 2013). 
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NOTPROFIT 7, the innovation strategy development engagement, offers a 
good example of how discussions around the ideal state enthused client 
participants and shaped their identities as confident implementers of engagement 
knowledge.  During both workshops (W7i; W7ii), the NOTPROFIT consultant 
referred to numerous examples to describe an aspirational future state for the 
client organisation.  The consultant drew on iconic brands such as Apple, Coca-
Cola and Toyota, to evoke this image, even though on the face of it these 
examples were not related to the client’s context of manufacturing window blinds 
and awnings.  The examples of how these global companies – such as Apple – 
‘live innovation’ (NOTPROFIT Consultant, W7i), generated noticeable excitement 
among the client participants, to the extent that clients spontaneously started using 
the term ‘iblind’ (W7i; W7ii) to indicate their aspiration of developing innovative 
blinds and awnings.       
The clients had coined the term ‘iblind’ themselves during the workshops, 
effectively creating their own ideal-type boundary object (Carlile, 2002) to support 
discussions at the pragmatic knowledge boundary.  The NOTPROFIT consultant 
was not observed participating in these enthusiastic discussions (W7i), thereby 
leaving clients to adopt this boundary bridging role themselves, as indicated by this 
excerpt from Workshop 2: 
General Manager:  So what our end users want … Sounds to me like we’re 
looking at creating an iblind. 
 
Sales Manager: iblind? 
 
General Manager: Yeah, the iphone of blinds … (Laughter. Then sounds of 
agreement.) So a blind that incorporates all these features – that’s motorised, 
integrates security, blinds and screens.  And addresses the child safety aspect.   
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R&D Manager: And is self-cleaning … then you’re on to something. (laughter) 
Sales Manager:  Well, if you’re looking at addressing the users’ problems, that 
will work.  
(NOTPROFIT 7, W7i) 
In a further example from NOTPROFIT 7’s workshop 1, the consultant facilitated 
client participants through a case study of a manufacturer of hospital beds as 
another example of an ideal future state.  This example was closer to the client’s 
context, and therefore held less novelty than the first example, as stated by the 
consultant:  ‘They are not dissimilar to you … they also buy metal bits and plastic 
bits ….’  (Consultant, NOTPROFIT 7, W7i).  The consultant then discusses the 
case study:   
Consultant: I’m telling you this story, because I want to challenge your thinking. 
The consultant shows the participants several marketing brochures and asks for 
observations.  He points out that over time the focus shifts from the product 
being engineering and specification focused, to addressing how it makes the 
lives of healthcare professionals easier.  
Finance Manager: Very interesting …. I think the T5 is better than the T6 
(laughter). 
 
Consultant: I’m going to come to a point with this – don’t worry about the 
product; think about the process.  It’s taken them four years to do this. 
Participants start asking questions related to the company’s expansion and 
approach to product design, indicating increasing interest.  
 
R&D Manager: So they won a national award for design last year? 
 
Sales Manager: Amazing to think you can make hospital beds look cutting-
edge ... 
(NOTPROFIT 7, W7i)   
 Chapter 5: Shaping Knowing during Consultant–Client Interactions in the Engagement Stage 193 
The case study had the overall effect of building clients participants’ confidence 
that they could transform their thinking about innovation and also the innovation 
practices within the organisation, as is evident in this comment from NOTPROFIT 
7’s Managing Director: ‘It’s as much about believing that we can do it’ (I7ii).  
The effect of this case study was to further encourage client participants to 
re-consider their approach to innovation.  The consultant did not participate in the 
clients’ enthusiastic response to the case study, but instead appeared to steer the 
discussion away from the pragmatic boundary.  This was unexpected from an 
observer perspective.  Paradoxically, this seemed to build client confidence further, 
as the discussion moved from the ideal type boundary object and an aspirational 
goal – which clients did not necessarily believe they could achieve – toward the 
semantic knowledge boundary where the consultant could persuade clients that the 
goal could be reached by adopting new terms, in this case DIFOTIS.  The 
consultant employed a translation process to introduce the term DIFOTIS and 
persuade client participants that the adoption of this solution would enable them to 
reach the ambitious goal. 
As with the introduction of a solution lexicon, the painting of ideal-state 
pictures established consultants as experts.  This technique also illustrates how 
consultants used novelty reduction – by steering the workshop discussion from the 
pragmatic to the semantic knowledge boundary – to manage knowledge shaping 
interactions.   
Consultants stepped back from bridging the pragmatic knowledge 
boundary 
A third technique used by consultants to direct knowledge shaping interactions was 
to step back when the workshop discussion moved toward the pragmatic 
knowledge boundary.  The successful bridging of this boundary required the use of 
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a transformation process, which is also referred to as the ‘negotiation of practice’ 
(Carlile, 2004, p.559).  In both the NOTPROFIT and the Electro cases, several 
moments were observed where the transformation of knowledge became a 
possibility.  As explained in the previous section, some of these moments were 
constructed by consultants through painting pictures of an ideal future state, while 
others resulted from consultants’ introduction of the solution lexicon.  Observed 
client responses to the consultant-led ideas indicated a willingness to engage at 
the pragmatic boundary in transformative discussions and engage in knowledge 
co-creation.  However, in most instances the data showed consultants appearing to 
actively manage the discussion away from the pragmatic boundary with no 
apparent challenge from clients.   
For example, early in Workshop 1, the NOTPROFIT 8 client indicated that 
she had ‘flamboyant plans’ (W8i) for the organisation.  This statement presented a 
liminal space (Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003) within the interaction to discuss the 
achievement of these ambitious goals and co-create ways of achieving these. 
However, the consultant did not enquire further about the client’s plans, but instead 
responded with:  
You’ll get a one page action plan at the end of the workshops to assist you. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 8, W8i) 
Despite the opportunity for knowledge co-creation held in this interaction, the 
consultant’s response closed the discussion and possibility of transformation and 
moved it back to a syntactic knowledge boundary level with reference to the action 
plan as repository-type (Carlile, 2002) boundary object.  It also serves as example 
of how the consultant’s focus was on the provision of a knowledge object and not 
the establishment of client knowing. 
 Chapter 5: Shaping Knowing during Consultant–Client Interactions in the Engagement Stage 195 
In another example from NOTPROFIT 8’s Workshop 1, the consultant started 
to map the client’s supply chain relationships on a whiteboard.  The client 
responded enthusiastically, perhaps sensing that an opportunity for co-creation 
was presenting itself.  However, in an almost teasing fashion, the consultant 
abandoned the exercise, commenting:   
It's not about channels, it's about business models. But not something we will 
solve today … something to think about. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 8, W8ii) 
In neither of these examples was the client participant observed as 
challenging the consultant’s response and instead appeared accepting of the 
consultant directing the workshop activities.   
Similarly, in Electro’s Workshop 7, the Project Manager presented a 
suggested to be (future) business practice, providing handouts of business process 
maps to participants.  Participants viewed the handouts with interest and started 
asking questions about details on the maps, to which the Project Manager 
responded: ‘The purpose of our session today is to look at the high-level ‘to be’ 
state. We need to keep focusing on that level and not get into the detail just yet .’ 
(W9vii).  Electro clients did not comment on this statement, but instead remained 
silent waiting for the consultant to steer the discussion to the next topic.   
In these examples, consultants managed the pragmatic knowledge boundary 
by moving the discussion away from this boundary.  A possible explanation for 
consultants’ behaviour is that in this study, consultants’ engagement success was 
assessed based on the development of knowledge artefacts, as represented by 
the deliverables, and not the establishment of client knowing, as represented by 
the  implementation of solutions.  Consultants therefore had nothing to gain by 
‘negotiating practice’ (Carlile, 2004, p.559) with clients, but instead ran the risk of 
having their expertise challenged.  Discussion at the pragmatic boundary would 
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also take time and thereby potentially lead consultants to deviate from their 
standard delivery format and adherence to a specific timeframe.  
CLIENTS APPEARED TO BE AMENABLE KNOWLEDGE RECIPIENTS  
Compared with the consultants who were observed as actively directing  
knowledge shaping activities during the workshops, NOTPROFIT and Electro 
clients appeared to be amenable and unquestioning knowledge recipients of the 
solutions provided.   In the NOTPROFIT engagements, no significant differences in 
client responses were observed between new clients (for instance NOTPROFIT 1 
and 2) and experienced clients (such as NOTPROFIT 4 and 5), or between fully 
subsidised and fully commercial engagements.  Workshop observation data show 
that these clients did not challenge consultants on their provision of expert 
knowledge.  In contrast, some challenging client behaviours were observed in 
Electro, particularly in the last workshop (Workshop 8, W9viii).  As example, the IT 
Delivery Manager questioned the consultants about the benefits of SAP PPM to his 




I am not convinced that this is the best way for us to go.  The problem we have 
is we don’t have good forecasts and information about the work that we need 
to do.  And PPM is not going to change that for us. 
(IT Delivery Manager, W9viii)  
The questions by the IT Delivery Manager shows that he has started to consider 
the implications of applying engagement knowledge in his organisation, which 
often involved trade-offs with other organisational priorities.  In this case, knowing 
in terms of implementing SAP PPM would require that the staff in the department 
give up their existing use – therefore knowing – of MS Project.  The IT Delivery 
Manager’s questions indicate that he is acting in a brokering (Wenger, 2003) role to 
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assess the usability of SAP PPM and select what is best suited for implementation 
in the organisation.   
Clients bridged pragmatic knowledge boundary without consultant 
participation 
While consultants were not observed to actively bridge the pragmatic knowledge 
boundary in the workshops, several instances were observed where client 
participants applied a transformation process by themselves, with little or no 
observed input from consultants.  Examples from NOTPROFIT 5 and  
NOTPROFIT 4 illustrate this.  In NOTPROFIT 5, knowledge transformation 
occurred through discussion between the client participants – the Managing 
Director, Operations Manager and Business Manager – who successfully bridged 
the pragmatic boundary amongst themselves without assistance from the 
consultant (W5i; W5ii).  The consultant appeared to facilitate the discussion by 
creating space for client–client interaction and occasionally added comments that 
seemed to move the discussion forward, but which did not constitute the 
negotiation of interests or participation in knowledge co-creation.  The client 
participants’ willingness to negotiate interests at the pragmatic boundary was 
supported by NOTPROFIT 5’s corporate culture, which the Operations Manager 
described in Workshop 2 as being open to challenge and questioning:  
There are no sacred cows in this business. If you have an idea, you can 
speak up.  
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, W5ii)   
NOTPROFIT 5 was the only client observed to actively manage knowledge 
boundaries within the workshops.  The organisation was also the most experienced 
client in terms of interacting with consultants and, it could be argued, therefore 
comfortable with addressing pragmatic boundary issues, having implemented a 
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continuous improvement programme in the organisation for some time before the 
engagement.  Compared with other clients, the NOTPROFIT 5 clients actively 
participated in the engagement interactions.  The NOTPROFIT 5 clients were 
considering knowing and the brokering (Wenger, 2003) of engagement knowledge 
to apply in their organisation without participation from the NOTPROFIT consultant. 
The organisation actively sought the engagement as a means of providing a 
different perspective to their strategy (I5ii).  Client participants had also prepared 
for the interaction sessions by meeting to reach consensus on scores beforehand, 
as explained to the consultant by the Operations Manager at the start of 
Workshop 1:  
We’ve had an internal consensus generating session because we want to 
maximise the value we get from you. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT5, W5i) 
This comment indicates that the NOTPROFIT 5 clients had started to shape their 
knowing prior to the workshops and regarded the engagement interactions as a 
further step in this shaping process.  NOTPROFIT 4 provided another example of 
client participants shaping their own knowing by wrestling with transformation in the 
workshop.  In Workshop 2, the Production Manager and Planning Manager were 
discussing why the 5S system was not being taken up by the employees: 
Production Manager: It’s about getting them (the employees) to understand. 
 
Planning Manager: Most of them think it’s housekeeping.  They don’t see the 
point of doing it until the factory layout is sorted. 
 
Production Manager: Yes, but we have to make them realise that the new 
layout is not going to happen overnight …. And in the meantime we need to 
continue with manufacturing activities. 
(NOTPROFIT 4, W4ii)  
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This example shows how the client participants negotiated interests among 
themselves, realising that they needed to change the way their employees viewed 
5S.  There was no apparent input from the consultant in the discussion.  One 
interpretation of this interaction is that the consultant may have stayed silent during 
the discussion to provide client participants space to bridge the pragmatic 
knowledge boundary themselves.   
KNOWLEDGE TRANSFORMATION OCCURRED OUTSIDE THE INTERACTION 
SETTING 
As explained earlier, while the pragmatic knowledge boundary was present at 
several points during the workshops, in most instances it did not result in a 
transformation process being recognised in the workshops.  A few instances of 
clients transforming knowledge themselves in workshops have been detailed in the 
previous section.  In addition, based on post-engagement interviews and client 
diaries, it became evident that much of the transformation of ideas happened 
outside the structured interaction sessions and did not involve consultants and 
clients participating in the co-creation of knowledge.  Instead, consultants and 
clients appeared to carry out their own transformation actions in isolation. 
Both NOTPROFIT and Electro consultants took information from the 
workshops and used these to develop deliverables, such as reports, to present to 
clients.  Clients did not participate in developing these deliverables.  In all the 
engagements observed, the deliverables – as detailed in Table 5.3 – were finalised 
by consultants outside the workshops and then presented to clients as the solution. 
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Engagement cluster Deliverables developed by consultants 
NOTPROFIT Assessment cluster Interim report (presented after Workshop 1) 
(A4, A5) 
Final report (several days after Workshop 2) 
(A2, A3, A7)  
NOTPROFIT Production process 
improvement cluster 
Factory layout analysis (A6, A8) 
Proposed new factory layout (A6, A8) 
Value Stream Map analysis (A6, A8) 
NOTPROFIT Strategy cluster Interim Report (presented after Workshop 1) 
(A11, A15) 
Final Report (within a week after Workshop 2) 
(A12, A16) 
Electro Feasibility Study (presented three weeks after 
end of Workshop 8) (A18)   
Table 5.3 Summary of key deliverables per engagement  
The extent to which consultants transformed deliverables outside the 
workshops differed among engagements but represented knowledge re-use 
(Morris, 2001) by the NOTPROFIT consultants:  
i. The consultants in NOTPROFIT’s Assessment cluster (NOTPROFIT 2, 3 
and 5) used a standardised template report that captured the scores and 
notes taken during the workshop discussion, but did not add new 
information.  This standardised template represented knowledge re-use by 
consultants and a further illustration of novelty reduction.  The consultants’ 
focus in preparing this report was to adhere to the templated format, as it 
also had to be signed off by another consultant before distribution to the 
client (I3iii).  The final report documented and captured the gist of the 
workshop discussion based on notes taken by consultants during the 
workshops. 
ii. In the Strategy cluster (NOTPROFIT 1, 7 and 8), consultants added insights 
from their individual experience to the final reports, as will be discussed in 
Chapter 6.  This involved adding new knowledge by drawing on their 
individual expertise.   
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iii. In NOTPROFIT’s Production process improvement cluster engagements 
(NOTPROFIT 4 and 6), the consultant carried out substantial knowledge 
transformation outside the workshops.  This was, however, expected by 
the client, especially since NOTPROFIT had access to specialist software 
and other knowledge tools to support the development of an optimised 
factory layout.  For the factory layout, the consultant received the to-scale 
drawings and measures from client staff, representing the current state or 
as is in the client’s factory (W6i).  The consultant then reformatted these 
with a dedicated software package and developed a new proposed factory 
layout drawing on LEAN manufacturing principles, his own experience, 
input from other NOTPROFIT consultants and the knowledge of the 
client’s current state (I4iv; I6viii).  
iv. In Electro, the three-member team of consultants took several weeks 
following the end of Workshop 8 (the last interaction session) to develop 
the Feasibility Study.  The team reported that they had held numerous 
discussions, indicating that knowledge transformation took place within the 
consulting team context (I9ix, I9x).  Clients were not included in these 
discussions.  The Feasibility Study represents the synthesis of the team’s 
expert knowledge of the SAP PPM software and the client’s organisational 
context (I9x).     
 The development of deliverables outside the workshops offered consultants an 
opportunity to control the pragmatic boundary, in that in carrying out the 
transformation of ideas by themselves, consultants could continue in the role of 
unchallenged experts.  Consultants took the information obtained from clients 
during the workshop, added their own expert knowledge and consultancy lexicon to 
it, and then presented it back to clients as a ‘solution’ to be implemented.  This 
would also explain why consultants did not appear to steer clients toward 
transformation or attempt to bridge the pragmatic knowledge boundary during the 
interaction sessions, since their engagement approach allowed them to transform 
knowledge outside the interaction sessions.  For instance, the NOTPROFIT 8 
consultant clearly referred to the transformation process he planned to undertake 
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in developing the interim report after Workshop 1, based on information obtained in 
the workshop: 
 I will write this up, analyse it a bit and categorise it. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 8, W8i) 
This comment also illustrates that the consultant’s focus was not on client 
knowing but instead on the development of the knowledge artefact.  Similarly, 
clients also held expectations of knowledge transformation taking place outside the 
workshops, particularly in the case of NOTPROFIT’s Production process 
improvement engagements.  In NOTPROFIT 4 and 6, clients indicated in pre-
engagement interviews that they expected the consultant to carry out a 
transformation process outside the interaction sessions by applying his expert 
knowledge to the development of a factory layout solution (I4ii; I6iii).  It could 
therefore be argued that these clients had engaged consultants for their expertise 
and therefore expected consultants to transform knowledge into a solution tailor-
made for their organisational context.  However, the establishment of client 
knowing was not addressed.     
It is also significant that the product of the consultants’ work outside the 
workshop sessions would become a syntactic boundary object (Carlile, 2002) 
through its presentation to the client organisation.  While the deliverables 
potentially supported discussion around the pragmatic boundary and therefore held 
the potential to support knowledge transformation, deliverables were instead 
treated as syntactic boundary objects containing a summary of the workshop 
discussions.  The NOTPROFIT action plans in particular came to be used as 
directives – as opposed to artefacts supporting further knowledge co-creation – 
and effectively came to represent a ‘to do’ list for clients.  The impact of this on the 
enactment of client knowing will be explored further in Chapter 6.  The way in 
which the deliverables were developed and presented further supports the expert 
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model of interaction, as consultants regarded their knowledge as a sufficient and 
complete solution that did not need to be questioned by clients. 
ACTION PLANNING DID NOT SUPPORT KNOWLEDGE TRANSFORMATION  
The development of the action plan, as observed in the NOTPROFIT 
engagements, provided a key example of the pragmatic knowledge boundary 
presenting itself in the interaction sessions, but not being bridged.  All the observed 
workshops held the potential for transformation and overall, NOTPROFIT clients 
responded favourably to new ideas and suggestions from consultants.  Almost no 
challenging behaviour from clients was observed – at most, this took the form of 
polite questioning.  Paradoxically, the enthusiastic client participation was rewarded 
with a syntactic-level boundary object (Carlile, 2002) in the form of the much 
vaunted action plan.  Clients did not appear to notice how the potential for a co-
created solution, as represented by an ideal type action plan, had been masterfully 
managed into a one-page ‘to do’ list. In fact, as the post-engagement interviews in 
Chapter 6 will show, clients found the action plans useful in terms of providing 
actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) to guide their post-engagement 
activities.  However, the plans did not offer advice on how clients should implement 
the actions and therefore did not contribute to the establishment of client knowing. 
There were two recurring observations related to the action planning process 
in workshops as a knowledge shaping activity.  First, the action planning was 
generally left to the end of Workshop 2 with little time allocated to the activity.  And 
second, consultants frequently appeared to be drawing on preconfigured actions; a 
further illustration of how consultants managed novelty in the engagement by re-
using (Morris, 2001) knowledge.   
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As has been detailed, the majority of time in the two workshops was devoted 
to ascertaining the client organisation’s current state (as is) and discussing the 
ideal future state (to be) as it related to the consultancy’s solution lexicon.  The 
means of crossing this gap – the action plan – was left to the end of Workshop 2.  
This limited time spent on action planning was confirmed by consistent client 
feedback in post-engagement interviews and diaries with clients indicating that they 
experienced the action planning as ‘rushed’:   
I know we kind of had to rush a little bit; that last session – but for me, we 
didn’t really create the environment I guess where, being rushed ... we couldn’t 
spend a bit of time challenging each of those from everyone’s point of view I 
guess.  Because to me, this action plan is very detailed.  It’s only one part of 
the process.  So I thought by having a third workshop,  maybe 2 weeks after 
this one, so it can give us time to digest it, reflect back, just to make comments 
alongside there.  So we can feed back ... do we still agree that what we said 
back then is still valid?  If not, what are the issues and opportunities, what are 
we going to change?  
(R&D Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7iv) 
 
It did feel rushed ... deciding how to prioritise and put the actions into the 
different areas.  Yes, it was fast. If we had time available, sure I could have 
given another hour to that; slowed it down a bit.  The first meeting was good, 
but the second meeting was rushed.  At the time we had things that we had to 
do, so it suited.  But if I had the time available, I would like extra time ... that it’s 
not rushed the 2
nd
 time and that we did have a little bit more input ourselves. 
Taking the time for us to discuss and allow for things to be put in what area. 
(Office Manager, NOTPROFIT 2, I2iv) 
These comments indicate that the NOTPROFIT clients required additional 
time after the completion of the workshops to establish knowing and consider how 
they would undertake the actions and integrate engagement knowledge into their 
organisational contexts.  This also supports the idea that knowing takes time to 
develop and can involve trial-and-error (Carlile, 2004) when integrating new 
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knowledge into existing practice.  Several clients suggested that a third workshop 
would have been useful, which indicates that they were not yet ready to give up 
their dependence (Carlile, 2004) within the consultant–client relationship after 
Workshop 2.  However, clients also indicated that while they would have welcomed 
consultants’ expert advice at a third workshop, they wanted to retain the 
responsibility for implementing the actions in their organisations, as illustrated 
earlier in this chapter.  This hints at the gradual role change for clients from 
knowledge recipients during workshops to knowing brokers post-engagement.  
In several engagements, it appeared that consultants had developed the 
actions before Workshop 2, which offers further evidence that they were not 
approaching the development of the action plan as a means to establish a liminal 
space or engage clients in knowledge co-creation.  For instance, in NOTPROFIT 
2’s Workshop 2 (W2ii), the consultant started the action planning by suggesting 
key categories along which actions had to be generated.  The consultant then tried 
to obtain input from the workshop participants – the Office Manager and Estimator 
– into developing the actions.  However, the Office Manager left the workshop, 
citing pressing business issues, and the consultant was left with the Estimator, who 
appeared bored and uninterested (W2ii).  As result, the consultant started 
populating the different categories with action points copied from a piece of paper 
he had prepared before the session.  When asked about this in the post-
engagement interview, the consultant stated that he took the decision to offer the 
prepared actions based on the lack of participation from the clients and in an effort 
to retain the momentum in the workshop (I2iii).    
In NOTPROFIT 7’s Workshop 2, (W7ii), the participants started the action 
planning in an inspired fashion, in keeping with their vision of creating an ‘iblind.’  
However, they were soon relegated to the role of observers, as the consultant 
added points to the plan and appeared to be transforming knowledge by himself, 
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for instance re-ordering and re-wording action points.  The consultant did not offer 
an explanation to the client participants about his actions, and thereby did not 
contribute to developing knowing.  The consultant therefore did not provide clients 
with an opportunity to participate in knowledge co-creation, but instead transformed 
the action points himself and presented these to client participants as the solution.  
Consultants’ expediency in developing the action plans can be explained by 
the requirement to carry out engagements within a specific time frame.  In this 
sense, the action plan itself offered a tangible way of closing off an engagement, 
as will be discussed further in Chapter 6.  Despite feeling rushed through the action 
planning, clients still expressed their satisfaction with receiving the action plan as a 
deliverable.  In particular, clients appreciated having a ‘to do’ list and a summarised 
version of priorities (A1, A2, A3, A7).  Unfortunately, the opportunity presented by 
the development of the action plan – of consultants and clients interacting in a 
liminal space to craft creative solutions – gave way to the need for expediency and 
delivering to scope within the engagement.   
Overall, analysis of data collected in the engagement stage indicates the 
continuation of the asymmetrical social structuring of the consultant–client 
relationship.  Consultants were embedded as providers of expert knowledge.    
Knowledge difference (Carlile, 2004) between consultants and clients was not 
explored in workshops and instead engagement interactions served to reduce the 
novelty (Carlile, 2004) of the interaction setting, thereby reducing opportunities for 
knowledge co-creation.  Analysis of the dynamics of identity work (Handley et al., 
2006) clearly indicates that consultants sought to regulate and maintain their expert 
identity during the engagement stage.  In contrast, several clients, particularly more 
experienced participants, displayed behaviours indicating a change in identity from 
passive recipients to knowledge brokers, which influenced the establishment of 
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client knowing.  These clients behaviours extended into the post-engagement 
stage, as will be detailed in Chapter 6.   
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter contributed further to answering RQ1: How do management 
consultants and clients shape knowing? by investigating knowledge shaping 
activities during the engagement stage, as represented by consultant–client 
interaction events.  The interaction events functioned as sites for the direct 
participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991) of consultants and clients in engagement 
knowledge shaping.  Data was collected from observations of 16 NOTPROFIT and 
8 Electro workshops, as well as the examination of documentary evidence.  A 
thematic analysis of data yielded several insights into how the presence of 
knowledge boundaries in engagements complicates the establishment of knowing 
in engagement interactions.  Most notably, engagement interactions established 
consultants as experts while clients were observed to be quiet recipients of 
consultants’ knowledge and knowledge shaping techniques.  The observed 
interactions did not focus specifically on the establishment of client knowing 
beyond the development of knowledge artefacts containing post-engagement ‘to-
do’ lists.  
A consistent observation in both the NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements 
was that consultants actively directed the knowledge shaping and boundary 
bridging activities during interaction events.  Workshops were enacted as problem-
solving events where consultants could provide an expert knowledge solution to 
apparently amenable client participants.  This expertise was further embedded 
through structuring mechanisms such as a repeatable sequence of activities across 
workshops and a solution-focus to interaction.  
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Observations confirmed the pre-engagement findings, as detailed in 
Chapter 4, that the workshops were planned as settings for consultants to provide 
a defined solution based on re-usable consulting knowledge (Morris, 2001) to client 
participants.  Consultants established agreement on the problem to be solved early 
in the interaction, thereby limiting novelty – as conceptualised by Carlile (2004) – in 
the interaction and supporting their role as providers of an expert solution.  Early 
agreement on the problem also enabled consultants to direct knowledge shaping 
activities without undue challenge or questioning from client participants. 
The data shows that in both the NOTPROFIT and Electro studies, interaction 
events drew on a standardised format in terms of the sequence of activities 
followed.  This further supported the solution orientation by reducing novelty 
(Carlile, 2004) in the engagement setting and enabling consultants to establish 
themselves as experts providing their solution knowledge in a pre-configured and 
re-usable manner.  
The bounded workshop structure also restricted the extent to which 
interaction events became liminal spaces (Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003), in which 
consultants and clients could suspend their held knowledge and identities to 
embrace opportunities for participating in knowledge co-creation and identity 
development.  Consultants and clients both contributed to shaping the interaction 
space in this manner, with consultants drawing on their existing knowing of 
engagement settings and clients appearing quietly amenable to consultant ideas, 
and not questioning or challenging the approach taken by consultants. 
Consistent with the findings in the pre-engagement stage, the data from 
observed interaction events calls into question the popularised notion that clients 
seek novelty and substantive new knowledge from engagements.  Instead it 
appears that the focus of engagement interactions is to reduce the novelty of a 
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client problem in a manner that will enable clients to take action around the specific 
problem post-engagement.     
While all three knowledge boundaries (Carlile, 2002) – syntactic, semantic 
and pragmatic – were encountered during the observed interaction events, 
consultants did not seek to bridge the pragmatic boundary in providing their 
expertise to clients.  Instead, consultants’ knowledge shaping activities were 
centred on bridging the semantic boundary by translating their solution lexicon to 
client participants.  Consultants sought to establish commonality in meaning 
(Carlile, 2004) with clients and were observed to act as translators (Sturdy et al., 
2007), rather than as knowledge brokers (Wenger, 2003). 
The study identified three main techniques that consultants employed to 
direct knowledge shaping activities during interaction sessions.  The first was to 
establish the consultancy’s terminology as the solution lexicon and then to act as 
translators of the new terms.  The second was to provide aspirational pictures of an 
ideal state to client participants, and the third was to manage the interaction away 
from bridging the pragmatic boundary.      
Consultants applied the first technique, namely establishing their consulting 
lexicon as the solution, by introducing and translating new terms representing their 
solution lexicon to clients.  The unspoken assumption was that the adoption of the 
lexicon would enable clients to solve their stated problem.  However, this 
translation was unidirectional.  While consultants introduced terms such as 
DIFOTIS and portfolio to clients, they did not invite clients to express their shared 
understanding.  This suggests that consultants assumed a shared meaning 
(Carlile, 2004) to have been established merely by introducing their lexicon and 
supports the notion that consultants consider their lexicon as expert knowledge.  
Consultants regarded the semantic knowledge boundary as having been 
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successfully bridged during the interaction events and did not pursue further 
instances of novelty in the interaction.   
Clients were expected to adopt the solution lexicon, which meant they had to 
‘give up’ their existing understanding of common terms.  This insight expands on 
Carlile’s (2004) framework where the adoption of new knowledge involves giving up 
on old knowledge mostly at a pragmatic knowledge boundary.  The data shows 
that in a consulting context, clients do not have to give up only on knowledge at a 
pragmatic boundary, but also at a semantic boundary by taking on the lexicon and 
meanings offered by consultants.  This is a significant insight indicating that clients 
gain new knowledge from engagements not only through knowledge 
transformation or co-creation, as represented by bridging the pragmatic knowledge 
boundary, but also by adopting the consultants’ lexicon as represented by the 
bridging of the semantic boundary.  
The second knowledge shaping technique employed by consultants was to 
provide an aspirational picture of the ideal (to be) state.  This had the effect of 
enthusing clients about the possibilities of change and therefore motivated them to 
participate in the engagement, thereby strengthening their dependence (Carlile, 
2004) on consultants.  It is significant that consultants did not co-create this picture 
with clients, but instead provided it to clients as a pre-configured ideal state.  In this 
manner, the ideal-state pictures supported the expert role of consultants, by 
positioning consultants as sector experts who had brought about the ideal state for 
previous clients and could do the same for the client organisation.  This offers 
some explanation of why clients do not question the re-use of consulting 
knowledge, but instead regard this as a key part of consultants’ contribution to 
engagements. 
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After establishing the ideal-state picture for clients, consultants in the 
NOTPROFIT engagements proceeded first to show clients how far short they were 
of this state – by undertaking a gap analysis – and second to develop a list of 
actions for clients to close this gap.  During this activity, there was no reference to 
new knowledge, client learning or knowing (the use of the knowledge); and instead 
the focus was on consultants offering a structured way ahead so clients could take 
action.  While this supports the notion that engagements result in actionable 
knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004), it also indicates that knowing is not an implicit 
focus of engagement outcomes.  It is also significant that in the NOTPROFIT 
engagements the development of action plans were not enacted as co-creation 
events.  Instead, consultants were observed to offer clients lists of pre-configured 
actions, representing repository-type boundary objects (Carlile, 2002) which 
contained the post-engagement ‘to do’ lists for clients.   
An unexpected observation related to how the ideal-state pictures served to 
build client confidence.  Consultants’ provision of the ideal state picture moved the 
discussion toward the pragmatic knowledge boundary, where clients could consider 
the possibilities offered by this image and participate in trading off (Carlile, 2004) 
new knowledge with other usability considerations.  However, consultants did not 
support clients in bridging this pragmatic boundary, but instead directed the level of 
discussion back to a semantic knowledge boundary by drawing on the solution 
lexicon to describe the changes that clients would need to make to achieve the 
ideal state.  In steering the discussion back to the semantic boundary, consultants 
therefore reduced the knowledge difference and distance, as represented in 
Carlile’s 3T (2004) framework between themselves and clients, thereby enabling 
clients to participate in the discussion.   
Client participation in discussing the solution appeared to build their self-
confidence.  This contributed to developing client participants’ role identity as 
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competent brokers of engagement knowledge, who realised that they could 
achieve the ideal state without assistance from the consultants.  Observations of 
the consultants’ role in this interaction is as facilitator who contributed to 
strengthening the helping relationship (Schein, 1999) with clients, even if the 
pragmatic knowledge boundary was not bridged during the interaction event. 
The third technique employed by consultants was to actively avoid bridging 
the pragmatic boundary during the interaction sessions.  The data gathered during 
observation of workshops provided many examples of this.  Most noticeably, 
consultants avoided bridging the pragmatic boundary by employing a translation 
process which moved the discussion back to the semantic knowledge boundary.  
And when clients addressed the pragmatic boundary, consultants did not 
participate in the discussion but instead appeared to step back and let clients 
address the boundary by themselves.   
This behaviour can be partly explained by consultants’ need to maintain their 
identities as experts as well as the lack of ongoing dependence (Carlile, 2004) 
between consultants and clients after the interaction sessions.  By participating in 
transformative discussions at the pragmatic knowledge boundary, consultants ran 
the risk of exposing the gaps in their own knowledge, which would threaten the 
maintenance of their expert identity.  In addition, in this study, consultants were not 
tasked with the implementation of solutions and therefore had nothing to gain by 
engaging in a discussion related to trading off interests at the pragmatic boundary 
with clients.  Instead, it was in the consultant’s best interest to maintain an 
amicable and professional consultant–client relationship, which was easier to do 
through interacting at the semantic knowledge boundary.  Clients abided by these 
unspoken rules as well and did not openly challenge consultants or insist on 
continuing the discussion at the pragmatic boundary level.    
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Therefore, the consultant–client interaction in the engagement stage can be 
best described by an expert perspective (Nikolova et al., 2009), with consultants 
providing their expert solutions to client organisations.  This insight questions the 
prevailing thinking that engagement interactions represent social learning settings 
that support knowledge co-creation (Nikolova & Devinney, 2012; Schein, 1999) 
with consultants and clients participating as equal partners.  The knowledge co-
creation partnership between consultants and clients was not observed to be 
enacted during the engagement stage, as both consultants and clients appeared to 
want to maintain control of their boundary bridging behaviours.     
A pattern was observed of consultants demonstrating their expertise by 
delivering knowledge of the solution while clients merely supplied information.  
Client involvement was therefore limited to bridging the syntactic boundary by 
providing consultants with information about the organisational context.  At the 
syntactic boundary, consultants and clients had to focus only on the effective 
transfer of knowledge (Carlile, 2002).  Clients were generally a receptive and even 
appreciative audience seeking actionable knowledge and, for the most part, did not 
challenge consultants’ expertise.  In the instances where clients did question 
consultants, their focus was on contextualising the solution to their organisation 
and not on interrogating the consultants’ expertise.   
As silent audience, clients appeared to suspend judgement while consultants 
presented the solution.  However, as Van de Ven (2007) points out, silence does 
not mean inactivity; as knowledge recipients, clients may have appeared passive, 
but it is evident – and will be elaborated in Chapter 6 – that clients were not 
passively receiving the solution lexicon, but instead actively interpreted the 
knowledge provided by consultants.  Several experienced clients applied a 
brokering process during the interaction events, by assessing the usability of the 
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new knowledge in their organisations, selecting the aspects of knowledge relevant 
to their organisations and deciding how to use the knowledge post-engagement. 
The data also shows that substantial knowledge transformation was 
undertaken by consultants outside the interaction events, when consultants added 
their expert knowledge to the development of deliverables.  Acting as experts 
outside the interaction events allowed consultants to maintain the appearance of 
knowledgeability during the events. 
The transformation of knowledge outside the interaction settings and 
absence of knowledge co-creation also meant that the roles of consultant-as-expert 
and client-as-knowledge-recipient remained unchallenged and intact during the 
engagement stage.  The findings indicate that neither consultants nor clients 
focused on the establishment of knowing during engagement interactions.  
Instead, consultants appeared to focus on the provision of a pre-configured 
solution contained in standardised lexicon and knowledge objects, while clients 
appeared to seek solution-related knowledge which they could implement in their 
organisations.  This insight problematises the role of consultant–client interaction in 
overall engagement outcomes and raises the question whether engagement 
interaction events can or should support knowledge co-creation and 
transformation.   
However, as Chapter 6 will show, the absence of knowledge co-creation in 
the engagement stage does not mean client knowing did not occur.  Chapter 6 will 
illuminate how, in this study, numerous instances of knowledge brokering occurred 
after the formal end of engagements, undertaken by clients without consultant 
assistance.  This would support Carlile’s (2004) assertion that the transformation of 
knowledge takes time and requires a process of knowledge re-integration by 
individuals. 
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Chapter 6 continues the analysis of knowledge shaping in consulting contexts 
by considering how clients enacted their knowing after the formal end of the 
engagement.  Chapter 7 synthesises the discussion from Chapters 4 to 6 and 
concludes the thesis.   
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Chapter 6:  Enacting the Knowing Client in the  
Post-Engagement Stage 
CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
Chapter 4 focused on pre-engagement knowledge shaping activities and showed 
that consultant–client interaction events were planned as repeatable settings where 
consultants could provide their re-usable expert knowledge solutions to amenable 
clients.  Chapter 5 illuminated the ways in which consultants directed knowledge 
shaping activities during interaction events and presented their expert solutions to 
a recipient client audience.  It showed that interaction events such as workshops 
supported identity regulation for consultants by embedding the consultant-as-
expert interaction model and did not support the co-creation of knowing.     
This chapter turns the focus to the consulting client and addresses RQ 2: 
How do clients enact their knowing post-engagement? by investigating the client 
activities and structuring mechanisms (Reed, 2009) that support and inhibit the use 
of consulting knowledge in client organisations.  The concept of knowing relates to 
the application of knowledge (Orlikowski, 2002) and was specifically incorporated in 
this study to illuminate how clients use engagement knowledge in their 
organisations.  As detailed in Chapter 3 (Methods), this chapter draws its insights 
from Study 1, 2 and 3, which comprised the following data sources:  
i. Post-engagement interviews with consultants and clients in NOTPROFIT 
(Study 1) and Electro (Study 2). 
ii. Diary entries of NOTPROFIT and Electro clients tracked for four weeks 
following the end of the engagement. 
iii. The knowledge artefacts developed as deliverables in Study 1 and 2.   
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iv. In-depth interviews with six individual clients related to their experiences of 
applying knowledge from consulting engagements in their organisations 
(Study 3). 
A thematic and processual analysis of the data yielded numerous insights 
into client activities post-engagement and the factors supporting and inhibiting the 
enactment of client knowing.  For the purposes of this study, the official end of the 
consulting engagement had been identified as the point at which consultants 
handed over a knowledge artefact or deliverable to client organisations, as it 
represented the temporal point at which most consultants in this study disengaged 
from knowledge shaping interactions with clients. 
In the post-engagement stage the overarching framework (see Figure 2.3) 
served to guide data collection, analysis and conclusions about the knowing client.  
The relevant theoretical concepts incorporated in the framework include the use of 
engagement knowledge by clients, described as client knowing (Orlikowski, 2002) 
and explained by situated learning theories (eg. Lave & Wenger, 1991), as well as 
Handley et al.’s (2006) conceptual framework of individual learning through 
participation in social interaction in a Community of Practice.  
Key findings 
Data from NOTPROFIT and Electro showed that while the artefacts provided 
to clients represented engagement knowledge, they did not necessarily facilitate 
the establishment of client knowing.  Instead, this chapter will illuminate how 
individual clients enacted knowing post-engagement without consultant 
participation.  Clients employed a brokering process in selecting aspects of 
engagement knowledge for use in their organisations.  The identification of 
brokering represents a contribution to knowledge, as it is not described in current 
conceptualisations of knowledge shaping processes such as Carlile’s 3T 
 Chapter 6: Enacting the Knowing Client in the  
Post-Engagement Stage 219 
framework (2002, 2004).  A further interesting insight from this study is that clients 
who did not actively apply engagement knowledge in their organisations also 
displayed some form of knowing.  The term tacit knowing is introduced to describe 
these instances of incidental knowing.  Tacit knowing was first ascribed to Polanyi 
(1962) and describes knowing as residing in the act of doing, rather than being 
essentially analytical or cognitive (Day, 2005; Gowdy, 1994).  It is linked to Schon’s 
concept of knowing-in-action (1983) which explains that much of the knowledge 
practitioners seek resides in action, rather than preceding it (Gowdy, 1994, p.364).   
This chapter also tracks the changes in client and consultant role identities 
post-engagement, with clients in this study effectively evolving from amenable 
knowledge recipients during engagements to knowing brokers post-engagement.  
In contrast, consultants appear to relinquish their expert positions and instead 
become knowledge outsiders (Sturdy et al., 2009a) at this stage of the interaction.   
Further, in the cases analysed, the role changes occurred without individuals’ role 
identity (Handley et al., 2007) as consultant or client having been explicitly 
contested during their participation in the engagement.  A possible explanation for 
this lack of challenge is that in socially structuring (Reed, 2009) the consultant–
client relationship, it is in neither party’s interest to openly challenge the other. 
Instead, it is beneficial for consultants and clients to maintain the professional 
appearance of the consultant–client relationship.  While the overall relationship 
remains amicable and professional, the symmetry is shown to change post-
engagement as clients take on a more active role as brokers (Wenger, 2003) of 
engagement knowledge to their organisations.  The argument is made that in the 
post-engagement stage, the consultant-as-expert model of interaction is 
superseded as the knowing client emerges as shaper of engagement knowledge.    
 220 Chapter 6: Enacting the Knowing Client in the  
Post-Engagement Stage 
Chapter 7 is the final chapter and offers an integrated discussion of the 
findings in Chapters 4 to 6.  It illuminates the study’s contribution to knowledge and 
concludes the thesis.   
NOTPROFIT AND ELECTRO KNOWLEDGE SHAPING INTERACTIONS END 
WITH DELIVERABLE HANDOVER 
In Electro and NOTPROFIT, the knowledge shaping interactions between 
consultants and clients were observed as ending at a particular point.  In most of 
the engagements this occurred when consultants handed over knowledge 
artefacts, which in consulting lexicon are referred to as deliverables, to client 
organisations.  The role of the deliverables in shaping client knowing is addressed 
later in this chapter.  Following deliverable handover, consultants generally 
disengaged from client organisations, thereby ending their participation in 
knowledge shaping interactions.  Analysis of Study 3 interviews (IA to IF) indicates 
that this was a similar experience for the six clients in their respective 
organisations.  
In post-engagement interviews, both NOTPROFIT and Electro consultants 
cited the bounded structuring of the engagements – around a specific timeframe 
with a pre-determined number of workshops and specified deliverables as outcome 
– as the reasons for not continuing interaction with clients after handing over 
deliverables (I1iii; I2iii; I5iii).  By fulfilling these requirements, consultants believed 
they had completed their engagement brief, as illustrated by these quotes:  
I think that being an owner-manager is extremely lonely, and the fact that they 
signed up for this, showed that they wanted to have somebody to talk to.  So 
the first thing I’ve given them is a sounding board to talk to.  
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   And then through NOTPROFIT’s knowledge and the way we do things, a 
process with which to decide how well they’re doing on their journey.  
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 1, I1iv) 
 
Really the only thing you can say from the engagements is that you’ve ... 
realistically, you’re enlightening them on gaps that they have in their business 
compared with Major Project Principals, and you’ve come up with a journey for 
them to go down towards, to actually get the ultimate outcome of getting more 
work.  
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 2, I2iii) 
 
My role was to give them an action plan to add value to their business.   
I believe communication goes two ways. If they’re interested in further actions, 
they will contact us and say ‘This is where we are with our action plan; we’ve 
had some difficulties.  Or just to let you know, nothing’s happened’. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 8, I8iii) 
 
These comments indicate that consultants generally regarded their role in 
engagements as providing expert knowledge and developing tangible knowledge 
artefacts to address client problems.  They took a bounded approach to 
engagement participation, focusing on completing engagements within a specific 
timeframe and in a specified manner.  This aligns with existing knowledge (Luo & 
Liberatore, 2009) indicating that consultants focus their engagement efforts on 
project-related factors rather than more intangible factors such as client learning or 
knowing.  It is also clear that NOTPROFIT and Electro consultants regarded their 
participation in knowledge shaping as ending with the handover of the deliverables.  
Consultants did not consider the establishment of client knowing as a part of their 
role, as evidenced by the absence of consultant comments relating to the 
implementation of engagement knowledge post-engagement.    
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NOTPROFIT consultants also indicated that they felt under pressure to 
proceed to the next client engagement in order to reach individual targets for 
billable client work (I3iii, I8iii).  In the four weeks following the last workshops in 
each engagement, each NOTPROFIT consultant carried out between three and six 
new engagements (I3iii, I8iii); which indicates that the consultancy’s operating 
model did not encourage consultants to spend additional time supporting the 
building of client knowing or building their own knowing of a specific client’s 
organisational context.  It is noteworthy that consultants’ disengagement after 
deliverable handover stands in contrast to the consultancy’s marketing efforts and 
sentiments expressed in interviews by its management and consultants that 
NOTPROFIT’s objective was to ‘travel with the client on this journey to excellence’ 
(NOTPROFIT website, n.d; NOTPROFIT General Manager, I10iv).  Partnering in 
this manner with clients would require consultants to develop knowing of client 
organisations as well as the ongoing cultivation of the consultant–client 
relationship.  However, consultant comments indicate that NOTPROFIT’s billing 
model limited consultant participation in the post-engagement enactment of client 
knowing.  This indicates an additional perspective to knowledge shaping as 
represented by Carlile’s 3T framework (2002; 2004), as the framework does not 
problematise the influence of organisational factors on knowledge shaping 
activities.  As is shown later in this chapter, clients had to consider similar 
organisational factors in selecting engagement knowledge to use in their 
organisations.   
A further example that serves to illustrate the limited extent to which 
consultants developed knowing of client contexts during engagements is that in 
both NOTPROFIT and Electro post-engagement interviews, consultants could 
recall few of the engagement’s details.  The researcher spent the first part of the 
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interview summarising the key points of the engagement and the client context to 
assist the interviewees.  This suggests that consultants had not developed knowing 
about individual client organisational contexts, and supports Sturdy et al.’s (2007) 
assertion that consultants mostly acquire sector knowledge from engagements 
rather than knowing of individual client organisations.  Most of the engagements in 
this study did not require consultants to retain the knowing they had developed of 
client contexts, as there was no expectation of further work from these client 
organisations. 
In the case of Electro, the three consultants were given further work at the 
organisation regardless of the outcomes of the SAP PPM engagement.  The 
consultants therefore did not need to demonstrate that they had acquired knowing 
of Electro in relation to SAP PPM.  The Electro case also raises the intriguing point 
that while consultants who are engaged on an ongoing basis with a client 
organisation may develop insight into the organisational context over time, their 
knowing of the client organisation cannot be taken for granted, as their focus 
appears to relate only to the particular engagement they are involved in.  This 
points to the existence of an intra-organisational knowledge boundary separating 
the engagement from the organisation itself and thereby impacting on the knowing 
consultants develop of client organisations over time.  
CONSULTANTS PRESENTED KNOWLEDGE ARTEFACTS BUT NOT KNOWING 
While a range of knowledge artefacts, also referred to as deliverables, were 
presented to clients, the existence of a deliverable in itself did not result in client 
knowing post-engagement as described by clients’ use of engagement knowledge. 
The deliverables in this study consisted of six different types of knowledge 
artefacts, as detailed in Table 6.1.  Deliverables ranged from documentary 
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artefacts in Study 1 and 2, to new IT (Information Technology) systems and 
business operating models – with accompanying documented changes to business 
processes – in five of the six Study 3 organisations  (B, C, D, E, and F).  In the 
case of the sixth organisation, Client A, the knowledge artefact was a Value-for-
money Report. 
Knowledge artefact  Engagement delivered to  
Action plan NOTPROFIT Assessment cluster (A2; A3; A7) 
NOTPROFIT Strategy cluster (A1, A12; A14) 
 
Report NOTPROFIT Assessment cluster (A2; A3; A7) 
NOTPROFIT Strategy cluster (A1; A12; A13; A14) 
NOTPROFIT Production process improvement 
cluster (A4; A9; A10) 
Electro Feasibility Study (A16) 
Value-for-money Report (Client A, A28) 
 
Proposed new factory 
layout map 
NOTPROFIT Production process improvement 
cluster (A4; A8) 
Value Stream Map (VSM) NOTPROFIT Production process improvement 
cluster (A5; A9) 
 
New IT system with revised 
business processes and 
training materials 
Client B, C & F  
New business operating 
model for IT and shared 
services (including revised 
business processes and 
training material) 
Client D & E 
 Table 6.1 Knowledge artefacts delivered per engagement  
An analysis of deliverable content shows that the documents contained the solution 
lexicon introduced by consultants during engagements.  As detailed in Chapter 5, 
deliverables therefore represented the solutions developed by consultants – 
drawing on their expert knowledge – and provided to client organisations.  Some 
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deliverables, such as the reports and action plans generated in the NOTPROFIT 
engagements (A1, A2, A3, A7, A12, A14), also represented examples of consulting 
knowledge re-use (Morris, 2001) which utilised a standardised format and content. 
NOTPROFIT consultants presented the action plans as complete knowledge 
artefacts, not open to discussion or questions.  This shows that consultants 
regarded the knowledge objects as representing their expert solutions, continuing 
the interaction model established in the pre-engagement stage with consultants as 
experts and clients as knowledge recipients.  This was further reinforced by the 
deliverable handover by email (I1iii; I5iii; I8iii) which signalled the end of an 
engagement.  This rather abrupt end to engagement interactions meant that clients 
did not get an opportunity to participate in further face-to-face discussions with the 
consultant about the knowledge artefact.  Consultants’ expert status therefore 
remained unchallenged.  This is in contrast to numerous clients indicating in post-
engagement interviews that they would have welcomed further participation – such 
as an additional workshop – with consultants to discuss the implementation of 
actions and to monitor their own progress.    
While documentary artefacts contained the codified solution or the 
knowledge-as-object presented as a solution, they did not address the steps 
related to applying the knowledge within client organisations.  This means that 
artefacts did not, on-the-face of it, contribute to building client knowing.  This 
finding aligns with the discussion in Chapter 5, which showed that consultants did 
not focus on establishing client knowing during engagements, but instead directed 
their attention to the provision of the documentary knowledge artefacts.  In 
presenting the artefacts to client organisations as solution, consultants therefore 
believed they had fulfilled their engagement brief and, having contributed their 
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expert knowledge, consultants generally disengaged from further interactions with 
clients.   
The exceptions in this study were the partly-subsidised engagements 
NOTPROFIT 4 and 6, both Production process improvement engagements, where 
consultants continued to meet with the client organisations after the handover of 
the first draft of the revised factory layout to complete the engagement brief (4iii; 
I6iv).  However, client diaries indicate that these meetings focused on the 
completion of the engagement deliverables and not the establishment of client 
knowing.  In the case of Electro, the three consultants continued working for the 
organisation but moved on to three unrelated projects (I9viii), thereby disengaging 
from further client interactions around the SAP PPM feasibility study.  
These findings align with other evidence indicating that consultants were 
focused on providing a solution, in the shape of documentary deliverables, to 
clients.  In most of the engagements studied, the completion and handover of the 
deliverables took precedence for consultants over the establishment of client 
knowing.         
CONSULTANTS’ EXPERT POSITION REMAINS UNCHALLENGED 
Data from the NOTPROFIT and Electro engagements show that the consultant-as-
expert interaction model established in the pre-engagement and engagement 
stages remained unchallenged after deliverable handover.  Indeed, numerous 
client comments in post-engagement interviews and diaries highlight an ongoing 
appreciation of consultants’ expert knowledge.  For instance, the NOTPROFIT 3 
Production Manager, in commenting on the consultant’s approach to the 
engagement stated, ‘He’s a smart cookie, that one’ (I2iii).  Similarly the 
 Chapter 6: Enacting the Knowing Client in the  
Post-Engagement Stage 227 
NOTPROFIT 7 Managing Director commented on the impact the consultant had 
on the other client participants: 
I guess what the guys got out of it – I think they’re starting to believe anything 
is possible. Because here this guy, X (the consultant) walks in and tells us it’s 
possible because he has done it before.  And I don’t know if he believes 
everything he says, but it’s all believable. (I7vi).  
Similarly, Electro clients indicated that they found the collective knowledge of 
the project team related to SAP PPM ‘impressive’ (D18; D20; I9xi; I9xiii), despite 
the fact that the engagement outcome did not yield substantive changes to 
Electro’s project management system or processes.  
The six clients interviewed in Study 3 also indicated that they had engaged 
consultants for their expertise, as illustrated by these comments from Clients D and 
A referring to the consultants’ existing experience: 
We realised we need their level of expertise.  They’d previously done it at 
other organisations and they had reference sites to show us.  
(Client D, ID) 
 
X (the consultancy) had done these types of value for money reviews 
successfully before. 
(Client A, IA) 
Similarly, in referring to his organisation’s approach to engaging consultants, 
Client B indicated that they were regarded as ‘knowledgeable advisors’ in areas 
where the organisation lacked expertise (IB).  
The client perspective of the consultant-as-expert was mirrored by post-
engagement interview comments from NOTPROFIT and Electro consultants which 
indicate that engagement participation had not led them to question their own 
expertise or performance.  Instead, in post-engagement interviews, consultants 
highlighted issues related to client organisations as areas where engagement 
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interaction could be improved.  For instance, several consultants identified the 
choice of workshop participants, which, as explained in Chapter 4, were mostly 
made by clients, as an area to address:  
I would have liked to have other people involved in the workshops; that would 
have spread the scores out a lot more.  Having the owner attend, having 
someone from manufacturing … so the outcome probably would have been 
different as well.  But you can only do what you can do.  If the owner’s too 
busy and doesn’t want to get involved, that makes it really hard. 
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 2, I2ii) 
 
It was a pity the MD wasn’t there, particularly for the 2
nd
 session.  And of 
course when I arrived for the 2
nd
 session I had a chance to talk to the MD, who 
then said he had another consultant who had been working in the business for 
the last 8 weeks or so, who would be joining our session.  So that was a bit 
unfortunate that there wasn’t communication about that.  Obviously you can’t 
change that … you can’t say, ‘No, I’m sorry you can’t be included’ for a range 
of reasons.  I felt it was important to try and get him engaged with the process.  
(Consultant, NOTPROFIT 3, I3iii) 
Most consultants also indicated in post-engagement interviews that they had 
not gained any substantive new knowledge or ‘learnt anything new’ from 
engagements.  Echoing the findings of Sturdy et al. (2007), four of the ten 
consultants interviewed indicated that they had increased their sector knowledge.  
Examples include the NOTPROFIT 1 consultant explaining that he had built his 
knowledge of the food ingredients business (I1iii), the Electro Project Manager 
indicating that he had learnt more about the SAP PPM module (I9viii) and the 
Electro Solution Architect stating that he had developed a greater understanding of 
the requirements for implementing the PPM module within the utilities sector (I9xiv). 
The fact that consultants in this study did not regard their expertise to be in 
need of questioning or revision can be said to indicate limited reflexivity (Schon, 
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1985) of their practice.  Reflexivity describes how individuals reflect on and review 
their practice and adjust their approaches accordingly and is of particular relevance 
to professional services such as consulting.  For consultants in this study, reflexivity 
would have required a willingness to challenge their individual knowing and their 
role identity as experts by scrutinising their performance.  This type of reflexivity 
was not observed to occur and therefore consultants in this study ended 
engagements the way they had started – as experts with sector knowledge – 
without appearing to have expanded their individual knowing.  In contrast, clients 
enacted knowing as their roles appeared to evolve through participation in the 
engagement from that of knowledge recipients to active solution implementers, 
as will be investigated in the next section.   
CLIENTS ENACTED KNOWING THROUGH A BROKERING PROCESS  
Following the end of the engagements, as represented by the handover of 
deliverables, it was left to clients to select engagement knowledge for use in their 
organisations.  This section investigates how clients enacted their own knowing 
after receiving engagement deliverables and once consultants had disengaged 
from knowledge shaping interactions.  Knowing (Orlikowski, 2002) in this context 
relates to the use of engagement knowledge in the organisation.  The data shows 
that several clients employed a brokering (Wenger, 2003; 2000) process in 
implementing engagement knowledge.  This section provides an overview of the 
actions taken by NOTPROFIT and Electro clients in the four weeks after the end of 
the engagement, drawing on data from weekly client diary entries and post-
engagement interviews.  Insights from the Study 3 client interviews are 
incorporated into the discussion to further illuminate the ways in which clients 
enacted knowing. 
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NOTPROFIT client diary entries in the four weeks following the handover of 
deliverables reflect a range of approaches to the implementation of engagement 
knowledge.  Unlike findings in the pre-engagement and engagement stages which 
showed clear patterns of similarities within the three engagement clusters – 
Assessment, Production process improvement and Strategy – related to client 
actions, this was not the case with clients’ implementation actions post-
engagement.  Instead, the nature of the engagement as related to whether it had 
been fully subsidised, partly subsidised or commercial work; and to whether it was 
a new or existing NOTPROFIT client, appeared to have an influence on how clients 
implemented engagement actions.  In four of the five fully subsidised 
engagements, clients did not report taking action in the four weeks after deliverable 
handover.  The exception was NOTPROFIT 5 where the Operations Manager took 
on the role of change manager to implement actions post-engagement.  In the 
remaining three engagements, two partly subsidised and one fully commercial, 
clients took action over time.  Client actions in the four weeks following deliverable 









1, 2, 3, 8 No actions taken. Reasons cited as ‘poor 




5 Immediate action in week following 
deliverable handover. Operations Manager 
appointed in change manager role.   
Partly subsidised 
(New clients) 




7  Immediate action, but not coordinated 
between individual client participants. 
 
Electro n/a No action taken as decision was to not 
implement the PPM module.  
Table 6.2 Client actions in the four weeks following deliverable handover 
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The findings detailed in this section show that in the fully subsidised 
engagements 1, 2, 3 and 8, client knowing was not actively established.  The 
exception was NOTPROFIT 5. In the partly subsidised and full commercial 
engagements, client knowing was established gradually.  In contrast, in Electro 
observable client knowing was not established.  This finding was not unexpected, 
given that Electro management had decided not to implement the PPM module and 
therefore workshop participants were not required to take action beyond the 
engagement stage.        
No active client knowing in fully subsidised NOTPROFIT engagements 
In the fully subsidised engagements (NOTPROFIT 1, 2, 3 and 8),  who were also 
all new clients, diary entries (D1, D2, D3, D4, D16) indicate that clients did not take 
action in the four weeks after the end of the engagement.  However, clients’ stated 
reasons for failing to implement actions did not pertain to the perceived actionable 
value of the engagement knowledge, but instead pointed to factors within the 
client’s organisational context.  In the case of NOTPROFIT 1 and 8, two Strategy 
cluster engagements, clients cited ‘poor timing’ as the main reason for not taking 
action:  
On reflection this has probably not been the best time to do this exercise as we 
have seemed to kick off orders for summer a bit early this year. 
(Operations Director, NOTPROFIT 1, Diary entry week 1, D1)     
 
While the workshops were very useful, they took place two weeks before we 
closed for our Christmas break.  This did not leave us any time to start on the 
action plan and in January we had new work come in, so the actions were put 
on the backburner.  
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 8, I8iv) 
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These client comments indicate that the timing of engagements in relation to 
other organisational priorities impacted on post-engagement actions.  As these 
were fully subsidised engagements and clients did not put financial ‘skin in the 
game’, it appears that the clients were not invested in timing engagements to 
ensure they could implement the actions immediately after the engagement stage.  
The comments confirm observations that clients were satisfied with receiving 
actionable knowledge, in the form of the tangible artefacts, but did not appear to 
actively seek knowing from the engagements.   
In the case of NOTPROFIT 2 and 3, clients cited a ‘lack of top management 
involvement’ as their main reason for not taking action: 
I believe that no further action has been taken due to the fact that the focus of 
the owner of the company is on current work and finishing that rather than 
taking stock of the state of the company and implement[ing] any beneficial 
changes for the future of the company.  The owner’s focus has not changed. 
The initial meeting mentioned previously was more lip service to us, I believe. 
On a separate, but connected note, I tendered my resignation yesterday and 
am leaving for a new position with, hopefully, a company that takes the 
elements that we have recently reviewed, a little more seriously. 
(Financial Controller, NOTPROFIT 3, Week 4 diary entry, D3)  
While the clients regarded themselves as the main enablers to apply the 
engagement knowledge in their organisations, they believed that they would not be 
able to follow through on their intent due to a perceived lack of support from the 
head of the business.   
The lack of confidence and sense of frustration was evident in this comment 
from the NOTPROFIT 2 Office Manager:   
I think the consultant did everything possible and if our manager was 
interested, he would have been here in the meetings and got himself involved.  
It’s sad when management wants you to go ahead with this, but they don’t 
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even ask how the meeting was, what happened ... no interest whatsoever, 
other than setting it up and telling us to get going and get things right. 
(Office Manager, 2iv)  
Therefore, in all four fully subsidised engagements it appears that clients did 
not evolve their roles from knowledge recipients during the engagement to knowing 
brokers post-engagement, due to perceived constraints in their organisations. 
While all four clients reported in their diaries that they had shared the findings with 
key staff in their organisations, this process was described as a simple transfer 
(Carlile, 2002) of the knowledge contained in the deliverables, rather than the 
continuation of knowledge shaping incorporating higher-level processes such as 
translation and transformation.   
Post-engagement interview comments from NOTPROFIT consultants in the 
four fully subsidised engagements (I1iii; I2iii; I3iii; I8iii) confirmed that clients and 
consultants did not interact post-engagement.  The absence of ongoing knowledge 
shaping interactions indicates a weak dependence (Carlile, 2004) between 
consultants and clients.  Given the subsidised nature of engagements and the fact 
that additional work was unlikely, there was no monetary incentive for consultants 
to continue participating in knowledge shaping with clients.  Coupled with the 
stated organisational constraints of poor timing and lack of management support, 
this weak post-engagement dependence inhibited the use of engagement 
knowledge and establishment of client knowing.  This finding also provides an 
additional insight into the 3T framework (Carlile 2002; 2004), which does not move 
beyond describing the interactional aspect of knowledge shaping to the 
implementation of the solution.  This study indicates that there are factors beyond 
the point of transfer that need to be considered as they impact on the actual use of 
knowledge outside the interaction or problem solving context. 
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NOTPROFIT 5 client participants brokered knowing  
In contrast to NOTPROFIT 1, 2, 3 and 8, NOTPROFIT 5 was the only fully 
subsidised engagement in which the client participants actively enacted knowing 
post-engagement.  This took the form of implementing actions from the action plan 
immediately after deliverable handover, as evidenced from the Managing Director’s 
diary entry three weeks after the end of the engagement: 
We have six items on our action plan which will certainly improve our 
opportunities in winning major projects.  We have started work on five of these 
and the only thing I would say currently is that our finish dates on some of 
these are a little optimistic, but this is normally the case at our company.  I am 
confident that all six of the action plan items will improve our business as well 
as ‘stick’ and become part of continuous improvement as they are all key areas 
of our business.  
(Managing Director, NOTPROFIT 5, D7) 
As previously outlined, NOTPROFIT 5 was an experienced client and was the 
only NOTPROFIT client who had dedicated a staff member – the Operations 
Manager – to the role of change manager.  Chapter 5 detailed how the 
NOTPROFIT 5 client participants were observed using a brokering (Wenger, 2003) 
process during workshops in the engagement stage to assess the usability of 
engagement knowledge.  In the post-engagement stage, the Operations Manager 
continued this brokering process to contextualise and apply the engagement 
knowledge, as contained in the action plan, to the client organisation.  While intra-
organisational factors had the potential to inhibit post-engagement actions – as in 
the case of the NOTPROFIT 1, 2, 3 and 8 engagements – the NOTPROFIT 5 
Operations Manager actively addressed these potential conflicts by reducing 
novelty through the brokering process.   
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The Operations Manager undertook an individual brokering process of 
engagement knowledge prior to sharing this with the organisation.  In this, the 
Operations Manager drew on his knowing of the organisational context to trade off 
the actions in the action plan with other change initiatives in the organisation.  In 
undertaking this action, the Operations Manager was drawing on his knowing of the 
engagement actions, his previous experiences as client, as well as his insight into 
the organisational context.  For instance, he explained in the post-engagement 
interview that he had decided to pace the implementation of actions to integrate 
them with the organisation’s existing continuous improvement programme in order 
to manage the overall workload for staff: ‘What we’ve said is … let’s not over-
burden them; there’s enough on their plate’ (5iv) as result of his experience with 
past initiatives where the organisation had been over-committed, resulting in 
‘confusing messages’ (5iv) to staff.  
It is significant that the Operations Manager did not interact with colleagues 
(5iv) in brokering the engagement knowledge, and also did not have further 
assistance from the NOTPROFIT consultant.  Instead, he carried out the brokering 
process by himself, following which he was ready to implement actions in the wider 
organisation.  This indicates that the Operations Manager did not continue 
knowledge shaping through participation from colleagues.   
  As evidenced from the Operations Manager’s diary entries (D8) and post-
engagement interview comments (I5iv), he enacted post-engagement knowing 
mainly through the use of a translation process. In translating engagement 
knowledge, he obtained the assistance of the Managing Director to explain the 
actions to staff by means of numerous organisational communication channels, 
such as the internal newsletter and the monthly staff BBQ meeting (I5iv).  However, 
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data indicates that while questions from staff were addressed, these were for 
clarification purposes and not related to co-creating knowledge with colleagues.   
As part of translating the solution lexicon, the Operations Manager reported 
that he had simplified the actions as stated in the action plan (D8), thereby 
reducing novelty of the lexicon to assist with ease of implementation in the 
organisation.  The data also shows that the Operations Manager took the ideal-
state picture (the ‘to be’) provided by the consultant during the engagement stage, 
and reduced novelty by simplifying the ideal state for actual implementation to the 
organisational context.  At times, this involved adjusting held expectations through 
brokering, as illustrated by the Operations Manager commenting on his 
expectations based on his assessment of the organisational context:  ‘To be 
honest, if we got 50% of the action items done in the time that we said we were 
going to do, that would be success’ (5iv).  This type of knowing was necessary for 
clients to implement engagement actions, but not required for consultants. It 
therefore offers a possible explanation why consultants did not appear to want to 
develop their knowing of the client context.    
It is interesting that in adapting engagement knowledge to the organisational 
context, the Operations Manager did not appear to have to ‘give up on’ (Carlile, 
2004) existing knowledge, as the engagement was extending initiatives already 
underway in the organisation.  Instead, he appeared to broker knowing, as it 
relates to using engagement knowledge, by deciding the timing and pace of 
implementing the actions.  After four weeks, the Operations Manager noted that 
while they were not as far along as he had hoped, he still did not require further 
assistance from the NOTPROFIT consultant:   
X (the consultant) contacted me about three weeks after the end of the 
engagement, to enquire about progress … And he probably got a very quick 
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three-liner from me: ‘Haven’t done too much but we’re happy and we know 
where you are if we need anything’.  
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, Diary entry Week 4, D8) 
It is clear that, based on their experience of previous consulting 
engagements, NOTPROFIT 5 clients had an expectation of obtaining actionable 
knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) from the engagement to enable them to 
continue without consultant participation after deliverable handover.  The 
NOTPROFIT 5 case illustrates how previous participation in engagements had 
developed client confidence in taking on the role of knowledge brokers early on in 
the engagement.  This aligns with situated learning models (Handley et al., 2007) 
which postulate that clients develop their role identity – of what it means to be a 
client – through participating in engagements.  The data shows that the enactment 
of this identity changed over the course of the engagement, for instance moving 
from silent knowledge recipient in the engagement stage to broker and 
implementer post-engagement.  
Experienced Study 3 clients also describe the brokering of knowing 
The observations from NOTPROFIT 5 in Study 1 were supported by several 
examples from Study 3 of experienced clients brokering knowing for themselves. 
Clients B and D (IB; ID) related how they took aspirational images offered by 
consultants and adapted these for implementation.  Client B explained how he had 
taken on a brokering role by identifying himself as the self-appointed ‘Mr ERP’ (IB) 
in his organisation, a role which he enacted to ensure that the engagement, which 
comprised the implementation of an ERP system, was completed to the client 
organisation’s satisfaction.  This indicates that Client B took responsibility for 
enacting knowing himself and acted as a broker of knowledge, moving between the 
engagement and organisational contexts.  He also scrutinised the ideal state 
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provided by consultants to ensure its usability within the organisation and 
described how he translated terms on numerous occasions to make the knowledge 
understandable to the client organisation.   
Similarly, Client D described how she had applied her knowing to direct the 
establishment of a smaller task team, comprising six of the original 50 engagement 
team members, to assist with implementing the revised operational model (ID).  
This role therefore entailed actively brokering the ideal state presented to the 
organisation as deliverable to make it usable to the organisation.  A part of the task 
team’s responsibility was to review the engagement deliverables – such as revised 
business processes and procedure documents – to ensure that these were 
understandable to the organisation’s staff (ID), which pointed to the use of a 
translation process to ensure commonality in meaning.  While the task team still 
contained external management consultants, the focus had moved from client 
participants being passive knowledge recipients of an ideal state, to consultants 
becoming advisors but knowledge outsiders (Sturdy et al., 2007) in implementing 
engagement knowledge. 
Given that both Clients B and D had significant experience of consulting 
engagements, the data indicates that they had developed a clear role identity and 
knowing as clients, which they applied in brokering the successful implementation 
of knowledge from the respective engagements.  It is noteworthy that this type of 
transformation – taking the aspirational ‘to be’ picture and amending it for 
implementation by trading-off organisational priorities – is not explicitly addressed 
in Carlile’s 3T framework and therefore represents an enriched understanding of 
knowledge shaping processes in the framework.  
In addition, the findings show that clients’ role identity – how the participants 
perceives what it means to be a client – does not remain static over the course of 
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an engagement but tends to change with different engagement stages.  In 
contrast, consultants’ role identity as experts appears to remain unchanged and 
unchallenged.  This finding is significant as it suggests that the clients’ evolving role 
identity would influence their practice – as conceptualised in Handley et al.’s 
identity framework (2006) – and contribute to establishing their identity as knowing 
clients.  In contrast, consultants’ efforts to regulate their role identity as expert 
points to them not altering their practice despite their participation in the 
engagement.  Instead, the identity work undertaken by consultants appeared to 
reinforce the asymmetrical structuring of the consultant–client relationship.  This 
finding offers a further insight into the existing knowledge (see Handley et al., 
2007) that consultants generally do not ‘learn’ anything new from engagements.  
Action over time in partly subsidised and fully commercial NOTPROFIT 
engagements 
In the remaining three NOTPROFIT engagements – NOTPROFIT 6 and 7, which 
were partly subsidised, and NOTPROFIT 4, which was fully commercial – clients 
took gradual action in the four weeks following the end of the engagement (D5, D6, 
D10, D11, D12, D13, D14).  The main difference between these clients and 
NOTPROFIT 5 who took immediate action, as indicated by client diary entries, was 
that these clients spent some time post-engagement reviewing actions and 
deciding how to proceed with implementation.  This indicates that clients undertook 
their own brokering by selecting engagement knowledge to implement and trading 
off the use of knowledge with other organisational factors.  The time taken by these 
client participants aligns with Carlile’s (2004) assertion that the transformation of 
knowledge takes time.  As these clients were less experienced than NOTPROFIT 5 
in the use of consultants, this also indicates that clients required time after the 
handover of deliverables to clarify their post-engagement roles for themselves.     
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NOTPROFIT 7 offers an interesting example of how individual client knowing 
was enacted but did not result in a coordinated effort across the organisation.  The 
NOTPROFIT 7 participants reported in their diaries and post-engagement 
interviews that they were implementing actions from the action plan.  However, 
data indicates that each participant appeared to be doing this for their functional 
area only and assumed that someone else was coordinating the overall 
implementation for the organisation.  A possible explanation is that, compared with 
NOTPROFIT 5, no one in NOTPROFIT 7 had been tasked with the role of 
coordinating the enactment of knowing for the organisation overall post-
engagement.  The participants, who were mostly managers, reported that they had 
shared the findings from the engagement with their respective teams, typically 
during regular team meetings (D12, D13) which again indicate the transfer of 
information only.  Some participants reported that they made changes to the 
practices in their functional areas based on insights they gained from the 
engagements.  For instance, the Sales Manager changed the format of the monthly 
sales reporting template following the engagement to incorporate terms such as 
DIFOTIS: 
So they’ll report to me using the new terminology … it’s new as far as it’s 
defined.  We’ve always known, but we’ve never had it written down on paper 
that this is how we’re going to segment our customer base. 
 (Sales Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7v) 
In a similar way to NOTPROFIT 5, the NOTPROFIT 7 clients drew on their 
knowing of the organisational context and organisational priorities to decide how 
they would go about using the engagement knowledge.  In contrast to NOTPROFIT 
5, post-engagement interviews indicated that individual managers in NOTPROFIT 7 
were focusing on their individual tasks from the action plan without a coordinated 
focus on implementing the actions organisation-wide.  When questioned about this 
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in the post-engagement interview, the General Manager responded that he did not 
regard the coordination of actions as his role (I7iv).  The Sales Manager 
commented that he believed it should be the R&D Manager (I7iv); the R&D 
Manager pointed to the NZ Country Manager (I7iv), while the latter believed it was 
the responsibility of the entire team (I7iv).  As the implementation of the actions 
had not been discussed in the interaction sessions with the consultant, it became 
clear that this had left a gap in the implementation of the actions.  In contrast, in the 
NOTPROFIT 5 engagement, 
it was clear from the outset that the Operations Manager would ‘own’ the overall 
plan, thereby coordinating the brokering of knowing in his organisation.   
In the case of NOTPROFIT 4 and 6, the clients did not receive a formal action 
plan as deliverable but continued with the actions started with the hands-on 
involvement of the NOTPROFIT consultant during the engagement (D5; D6; D10 to  
D13).  In NOTPROFIT 6, the client reported several visual changes that had 
resulted from tidying up and sorting actions in the four weeks following the end of 
the consultant–client interaction; for instance, having a tidier workshop: 
We had a big clean out and just got rid of all the junk that was sitting around. 
And just, basically, the only stuff that’s in that area now is what’s needed for 
those jobs.  That works really well – it’s good, there’s no clutter. 
(Factory Manager, NOTPROFIT 6, I6v)   
In the case of NOTPROFIT 4 and 6 therefore, client knowing meant making 
changes to the physical layout of the factory.  In this way, clients were enacting 
their knowing in terms of combining the principles of factory layout with their 
practice.   
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No observable knowing established in Electro 
In the case of Electro, client diaries and post-engagement interviews indicate that 
after initial discussion and interest within the business units around the PPM 
feasibility study (week 1 entries), interest had faded by week 4 after no further 
communication had been forthcoming from the consulting team and participants 
realised that the implementation of the SAP PPM module would not go ahead.  The 
following diary excerpts show this change over the four-week period: 
Diary entries by IT Quality and Compliance Manager (D18) 
I’ve had a discussion with colleagues of my business unit expressing a concern 
that the recommendations seem not to be providing any benefit in the project 
space.  The lack of conversations is mainly due to the rumour that this work will 
be taking a different direction going forward. (Week 1) 
 
Nothing further has happened.  I have heard that we are looking at only PPS 
as the scope at this point in time, but I believe that this is separate to the 
project that was. (Week 4) 
Diary entries by Utilities Project Manager (D19) 
I’ve had a few small conversations with people explaining how I see it (PPM) 
as a great benefit for my area of small enhancements where I have 30+ items 
of work that roll up to buckets and need to be prioritised by myself and the 
business.  There has been no further interaction with the project team.  All we 
seem to get are rumours about what will or won’t be delivered, from people 
who are not in the project team.  Would be good to get a clear statement. 
(Week 1)    
 
Nothing else has happened with regards to this project and me for the last 
week.  I expect nothing else will happen for the foreseeable future due to other 
project priorities. (Week 4) 
The realisation by participants that there was no further scope for 
participation with the project team around the outcome was reinforced when the 
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Steering Committee decided to follow the recommendations in the Feasibility Study 
by the consulting team to not proceed with the implementation of the PPM module.  
The engagement had therefore not resulted in observable knowing for the 
workshop participants, as they had obtained knowledge from participating in the 
workshops but did not have an opportunity to apply it.  Organisational constraints 
therefore prevented the enactment of knowing in Electro.  However, it could be 
argued that the consulting team had developed knowing related to the feasibility of 
implementing SAP PPM in the organisation, which led them to their 
recommendations.  The consulting team subsequently transferred this knowing to 
the Steering Committee by means of the Feasibility Study, but did not require this 
knowing for their subsequent projects in the organisation.  
CLIENTS ACTED AS KNOWING BROKERS 
An integrated analysis of NOTPROFIT and Electro client actions in the four weeks 
following deliverable handover shows that clients took on a brokering role 
(Alvesson, 2004; Wenger, 2003) in deciding about the use of engagement 
knowledge in their organisations.  According to Wenger (2003), brokering involves 
taking relevant knowledge aspects from one context for use in a different context.  
In this role, clients reported selecting actionable engagement knowledge and 
trading off the perceived usability and potential value of the actionable knowledge 
with organisational factors that they regarded as barriers to knowledge use.  These 
organisational factors included timing (as evidenced in NOTPROFIT 1 and 8); the 
extent of senior management support to implement actions (as evidenced in 
NOTPROFIT 2 and 3) as well as individual career considerations (as will be 
explained from Study 3 interviews with Clients B and F).  By incorporating 
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considerations of knowledge usability and the organisational context with the 
engagement knowledge, clients therefore acted as brokers of knowing. 
In terms of establishing the usability of engagement knowledge, data from 
NOTPROFIT and Electro diary entries and post-engagement interviews indicated 
that clients were satisfied with the knowledge content that resulted from the 
engagement interactions and the deliverables.  In line with clients’ pre-engagement 
expectations, as outlined in Chapter 4, clients did not believe they had obtained 
significantly new or novel knowledge from engagements as illustrated by these 
client comments:  
The workshops opened the eyes of some of the other staff members as 
to the bigger picture. 
(Operations Director, NOTPROFIT1, Diary entry, Week 1, D1) 
 
The knowledge content was good, but there were no ‘lightbulb’ moments. 
(Operations Director, NOTPROFIT1, Diary entry, Week 3, D1)   
 
There weren’t really any new ideas ... it just showed me that we’re used to stuff 
and it just comes back to ... you get lazy or tired and you just accept what’s 
there. 
(Estimator, NOTPROFIT2, I2iv) 
 
From my perspective there was nothing really that we didn’t already know; for 
me it’s all about getting the key people on the same page. 
(R&D Manager, NOTPROFIT7, Diary entry Week 1, D12) 
 
This is an enabler. What X (the consultant) took us through was great.  And it’s 
not rocket science, and it’s common sense stuff.  And something that we 
should have just done ourselves as a group – and probably do a lot more of it 
… It highlighted the things we can do to make a difference for this business. 
(NZ Country Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, Diary entry week 4, D15) 
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The single biggest insight is the fact that many of the results mirrored our 
results under SCIP (another organisational initiative) – that is, we do a lot of 
good things but we don’t do them consistently.  The biggest insight would be 
the fact that we need to take the action items from this, SCIP and Improve and 
get them on one central document that will be used as the master document 
for our weekly reviews. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 5, Diary entry Week 3, D8) 
 
I don’t think there were any surprises.  It just highlighted a lot of things we 
knew. Somebody else came in and told you ... the discussions that X (another 
client participant) and I had ... we both had a similar idea, just had a third party 
come in. 
(Production Manager, NOTPROFIT3, I3iv) 
These comments support previous findings that clients sought actionable 
knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) rather than decontextualised ideas and abstract 
concepts, even if the latter represented greater novelty.  The fact that many of the 
ideas raised by the consultants verified clients’ existing knowledge confirmed to 
clients their own knowing and potentially increased their confidence to implement 
actions.  The limited novelty of engagement knowledge could also explain why 
clients did not seem to have to wrestle with ‘giving up’ (Carlile, 2004) on existing 
knowledge post-engagement, as in many instances the engagement interactions 
merely served to verify their existing knowledge and did not require them to accept 
significantly novel knowledge.  Therefore, participating in the engagements 
supported the establishment of a role identity of competent client.    
While engagement knowledge had limited novelty value, clients did perceive 
the knowledge to be of actionable value to their organisations.  In particular, 
several clients commented that they perceived the action plan as being useful in 
guiding their next steps, as will be explored elsewhere in this chapter.  
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Clients who commented on the value of the engagement knowledge referred 
to the ‘freshness’ of the ideas and exposure to more modern ways of working.  For 
instance, the NOTPROFIT 6 Director valued the consultant bringing ‘new 
knowledge to dinosaurs’ (I6vi) while the NOTPROFIT 2 Office Manager and 
NOTPROFIT 7 General Manager felt the engagements had alerted them to 
alternative approaches: 
We had an old-fashioned mind set here – ‘Ah, we’ll do it our way.  We make 
the best equipment, so why do we have to do that?’  So it’s been good for us 
to be pulled into the 21
st
 century a bit more. 
(Office Manager, NOTPROFIT 2, I2iv)  
 
I haven’t learnt anything new, because I think we’ve all heard it before.  But I 
need to get, I guess, shaken out of normality often.  Because it doesn’t take 
much to get back into what you do every day and that’s what you know. 
(General Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7vi)  
The analysis of engagement interactions in Chapter 5, as well as client 
comments from Study 3 interviews, indicate that clients took on the brokering role 
at different times during the engagement.  An interesting finding from Study 3 
interviews was that three of the six clients (A, B and F) explained how they had 
enacted the brokering role during engagement interactions.  This is similar to the 
observations reported in Chapter 5.  They did this individually and quietly without 
making other participants and consultants aware of it.  For these clients their role 
identity as brokers influenced the extent of their participation in the engagement 
interactions.   
Client B, as explained earlier, had appointed himself ‘Mr ERP’ for his 
organisation, signifying his commitment to ensure a successful engagement 
outcome.  He therefore took on a role as bridge and broker between the team of 
consultants ‘who were smart guys with funny ties and didn’t look like the rest of us’ 
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(IB) and his colleagues, who were generally wary of consultants and had a culture 
of doing things themselves (IB).  He explained how he had taken on the brokering 
role during the engagement stage to obtain the best knowledge from the 
consultants and ensure that the re-designed ERP system was acceptable to the 
organisation as well.  Client B also described how he had acted as translator during 
the engagement to ensure the deliverables would be understandable to the 
organisation, especially since it involved relating IT (technical) terms to a business 
audience (IB).   
Similarly, Client F recalled an engagement where his participation was sought 
at a stage when the solution had already been pre-determined and while he could 
see flaws in the solution being offered, he chose to let the project go ahead and 
not voice his concerns during interactions as he felt the personal cost to his career 
of speaking out would be potentially too high:   
There’s one I signed off on reluctantly and that was one that was driven by a 
consultant down the wrong track.  No one that I talked to knows how this 
project came about; no one knows who brought it in. It reeks of the old boys’ 
network.  And it was actually … the project was created before I got here but 
hadn’t moved anywhere. And it started to ring alarm bells when I first read 
about it.  It was basically an Outlook
TM
 plug-in for the sales crew because the 
Sales Manager has no way of tracking revenue or anything like that, or what 
his team is doing from a work load perspective.  So he didn’t know how often 
his account managers were meeting clients or anything like that.  
I looked at that; having done software development previously I know 
quite a lot about the Outlook
TM
 plug-in side of things and how flaky they can 
be.  And I could not see, looking at the project definition, how it would really 
benefit the group.  So the project should not have carried on.  It was carried 
on, they invested too much up front.  I’ve been here 14 months, it’s taken 
about 17 months to get in which should have been probably a 6-8 week 
project.  It’s cost more than four times what they estimated and when it came 
to being put into production, I just said I’d give it six months.  It stopped 
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working after two, and we’ve only just managed to fix it now and the benefit is 
certainly not there.  So the return on investment was just tragic.  Now this was 
driven by a consultant … And it’s just the money did not stack up so this is a 
project where I think that the consultant was solutionising.  And in my mind that 
should never have happened. 
(Client F, IF)  
Client F therefore made a judgement call – based on his knowing of the 
solution, the organisational context as well as considerations related to his career – 
to decide his level of participation in the engagement, which was to not get 
involved.  It also shows how he judged the performance of consultants in terms of 
the usability of the solution to the client organisation.  
Client F’s experience echoes that of several NOTPROFIT clients who showed 
an interest in transforming knowledge during interaction sessions, as highlighted in 
Chapter 4, but did not appear to want to rock the boat in terms of questioning 
consultants and potentially disrupting the approach taken by consultants in the 
interaction sessions.  Instead, clients sought to work within the approaches as 
directed by consultants.  The absence of liminal spaces (Czarniawska & Mazza, 
2003) in interaction sessions – which would have been conducive to knowledge 
transformation – further discouraged clients from enacting a brokering role during 
engagements.  A possible explanation for this observation can be found in the 
identity regulation work (Alvesson & Wilmott, 2002) of consultants, with consultant 
behaviours focused on the reduction of novelty (Carlile, 2004) in the engagement 
setting rather than on the creation of liminal spaces.  Therefore, consultants 
appeared to avoid instances where their expert identity could be called into 
question.  
By abiding by the consultants’ approach to interaction sessions, clients 
therefore managed the consultant–client relationship in a way that supported the 
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continuation of an amenable, professional relationship to the benefit of both 
consultants and clients.  Clients were enacting their role as client within the 
consultant-client relationship in such a way that neither party’s identity was 
challenged.  It also meant that neither party was challenged to ‘give up’ on any 
significant knowledge – a condition which Carlile (2004) identifies as essential for 
transforming knowledge or acquiring new knowledge – which explains why 
knowledge transformation did not take place in interaction settings.   
However, NOTPROFIT client diaries and post-engagement interview 
comments indicate that while clients did not openly challenge consultants about the 
engagement content or approach during interaction sessions, they were not 
unquestioning knowledge recipients.  Instead, they had purposely suspended 
judgement while they were assessing the engagement’s knowledge value for 
usefulness and difficulty of implementation.  Therefore, while engagement 
observations as discussed in Chapter 5 indicated that consultants directed the 
knowledge shaping activities during engagements, the post-engagement client 
interviews yielded the perspective that while clients may have been silent recipients 
of expert knowledge, it did not imply that they were not involved in establishing 
knowing.   
Clients preferred to broker knowing themselves 
A common theme that emerged across all three studies was that, aligned with their 
roles as brokers of engagement knowledge to the organisational context, clients 
also accepted the responsibility for applying the engagement knowledge in their 
organisations.  Clients did not regard this as something for the consultants to do, 
but instead preferred to do it themselves.  Client reasons for this appear related to 
their realising that consultants were not invested in the establishment of knowing to 
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the same extent that they were, as illustrated by this comment from the 
NOTPROFIT 7 General Manager (I7iv):  
The consultant’s not a silver bullet.  He’s an external, it’s all care – no 
responsibility – as far as I’m concerned.  Because if you put too much trust in 
him being able to convert what we’re saying in this process to reality, you’re 
going to be really disappointed.  
The client’s ability to implement engagement knowledge without consultant 
support was supported within the engagement interactions and the phrasing of the 
deliverables.  As highlighted in Chapter 5, the consultant–client interactions during 
the engagement did not specifically focus on preparing clients to continue 
knowledge shaping post-engagement.  The deliverables did not address the 
knowledge shaping process or further skills that clients had to acquire to continue 
knowledge shaping in their organisations.  As discussed elsewhere, clients did not 
question this, or raise as concern their ability to apply the knowledge during post-
engagement interviews. 
In some instances, clients completed or transformed engagement 
deliverables after the engagement and away from the consultants’ scrutiny, as they 
had sensed that consultants would not be supportive of the changes they wanted 
to make.  Clients therefore applied brokering in the post-engagement stage to 
maintain the consultant–client relationship as well.  Client A (IA) offers a compelling 
illustration of this, explaining how after questioning the applicability of the report 
that was being developed, she realised that the consulting team did not welcome 
their deliverable being questioned by the client: ‘I read the draft and … well, some 
of the terms used by the consultants just would not be understandable to people in 
this organisation’ (IA).  Although Client A raised her concern, to which the 
consultants resisted the change and responded that the wording in the report 
reflected the views of contributors – who were in the health sector but not part of 
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the organisation – and should therefore remain unchanged to accurately reflect 
their comments.  Client A accepted this explanation, realising that she would not be 
able to change the consultants’ views: 
In their report … they wanted to use only what they’d got from consulting with 
stakeholders … the language from the consultation.  Whereas I thought they 
could have gone a step further.  You know, I work within the government’s 
constraints all the time.   So it wasn’t that I was asking them to say anything 
incredibly radical, but they weren’t going … they didn’t take that advice.   
And for me that highlighted the limitations of their expertise.  
(Client A, IA) 
Client A realised that the consultants did not understand her organisational 
context which led her to devalue their expertise.  Subsequent to the official 
handover of the document, she started shaping knowing on her own by amending 
the deliverables to include ‘phrases that my department can understand’ (IA) so 
that the report would be acceptable to the powers-that-be for sign-off: 
We realised that there needs to be a few changes (to the report) even though 
they’d given us the final report.  But other managers have since read it and 
commented … basically let’s use language that’s going to … this government 
is not interested in strategies. So let’s talk about strategic action plans. 
(Client A, IA)  
The action of changing the wording from ‘strategies’ to ‘strategic action plans’ 
is a good example of how Client A brokered the knowledge in the deliverable to 
contextualise it to her organisational context.  She accepted the deliverable as 
presented by the consultants – realising that an attempt to have them change it 
would be difficult – and took on a brokering role.  Brokering in this case refers to 
clients selecting knowledge from the engagement artefacts to suit their 
organisational requirements, retaining the parts they regard as useful and changing 
or discarding other parts.  It is also interesting in this example that the amendments 
that Client A made to the deliverables related to changing terminology to make it 
more understandable to a political audience.  This indicates that she faced a 
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semantic knowledge boundary (Carlile, 2004) which she bridged by means of 
translation.  It therefore offers an example of a client continuing knowledge shaping 
post-engagement but now the roles had changed and the client added her expert 
knowledge – of the organisational context – to the deliverable and did so without 
asking for consultant participation.    
In addition to clients who actively brokered knowing, an unexpected finding of 
this study was that clients who were not actively applying engagement knowledge 
still acquired knowing post-engagement.  This is detailed in the next section and 
represents a significant new insight from this study.  The concept of tacit knowing 
is introduced to describe this occurrence of incidental knowing.   
TACIT KNOWING 
An investigation into whether knowledge and new ideas from engagements had 
resulted in client knowing supported existing views such as that of Collins (2006) 
that clients used engagement knowledge differently from the recommendations 
contained in engagement knowledge artefacts.  In the NOTPROFIT and Electro 
engagements, several instances were identified where engagement knowledge 
appeared to find its way into client organisations by means other than the 
implementation of actionable knowledge, leaving behind knowing footprints.  The 
term tacit knowing (Polanyi, 1962), describes these instances of incidental 
knowing.  Tacit knowing regards knowing as residing in the act of doing, rather 
than being essentially analytical or cognitive (Day, 2005; Gowdy, 1994).  It is linked 
to Schon’s concept of knowing-in-action (1983), which explains that much of the 
knowledge practitioners seek resides in action, rather than preceding it (Gowdy, 
1994, p. 364).  It is therefore a pre-cognitive construct, with practitioners not 
realising that they are ‘knowing’ until they act.   
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Changes as reported by clients in weekly diaries and post-engagement 
interviews showed that knowing was occurring even in instances where clients had 
not set out to use the actionable knowledge from the engagement.  Instead of 
visible changes to organisational practices and routines, these changes occurred 
tacitly and at the level of the individual.  Therefore, these changes can be regarded 
as tacit knowing.  Three types of tacit knowing were identified in this study, namely 
thinking differently, asking different questions, and adopting a new lexicon.   
Thinking differently  
While clients indicated in post-engagement interviews that they had not gained 
significantly new knowledge from engagement interactions – which was also 
expressed as ‘not having learnt much from the engagement’ – a processual 
analysis of post-engagement interview and diary entry data showed that subtle 
changes were occurring in the way clients thought about problems and made 
operational decisions.  This occurred regardless of whether clients took action in 
the first four weeks following the engagement.  This notion of thinking differently 
took place primarily at the level of the individual; however, several diaries also 
showed evidence of clients starting to extend their insights to their teams and the 
rest of the organisation.    
For example, in the case of NOTPROFIT 2, the Office Manager indicated that 
she was drawing on insights and knowledge from the engagement to compile 
tenders for large projects:  
It (the report) has given us a greater awareness of our shortfalls and better 
understanding of tender requirements for large projects. 
(Office Manager, NOTPROFIT 2, I2iv)   
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The NOTPROFIT 8 Operations Manager was using recommendations in the 
report to formalise administrative processes in the business:   
While I haven’t looked at the report again, it did make me think about things. 
For instance, I had a meeting last week with an external consultant about the 
possibility of setting up an ERP-system (IT system) for the business, which was 
one of the points made in the report. 
(Operations Manager, NOTPROFIT 2, I8x) 
Similarly, NOTPROFIT 1’s Operations Director was using insights from the 
engagement report in deciding which new key clients to take on: 
I haven’t consulted the report directly but keep it in the back of my mind.  We 
now have 4 key clients … our aim is to have 6 … and it’s given me more clarity 
on what to keep in mind when talking to potential new key clients. 
(Managing Director, NOTPROFIT 1, I1x) 
In the case of Electro, several clients indicated that insights from the 
engagement related to SAP PPM functionality were changing how they viewed 
their existing project management technology tools.  This occurred despite the 
decision to not implement the PPM module in the organisation.  For instance, the 
Project Manager: Utilities, noted in his diary (D20): 
The discussions we had in the workshops got me thinking about my area of 
small enhancements where I have 30+ items of work that roll up to buckets 
and need to be prioritised by myself and business.  I’ve had a few small 
conversations with people about how PPM could be of great potential benefit 
in managing these buckets. 
(Project Manager:Utilities, Electro, D20) 
However, as the decision was made not to implement SAP PPM, this tacit 
knowing would remain as implicit knowledge of potential benefits only.  Despite 
thinking differently, Electro clients had to maintain their current practices as they 
were not enabled to make the desired changes.  For instance, in post-engagement 
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interviews the IT Delivery Manager explained that he had retained the cumbersome 
spreadsheet for estimation purposes (I9xiii) and the IT Project Managers had to 
keep using Microsoft Project
TM
 and their own Excel generated spreadsheets to 
manage and monitor projects.  The Electro engagement therefore did not result in 
client knowing in terms of changing their practice as organisational factors 
constrained the application of knowledge obtained from the engagement.  
However, by highlighting alternative approaches to their current project 
management practices, the engagement had indicated new possibilities to 
participants and in this manner established tacit knowing.   
Asking different questions 
The second form of tacit knowing related to several clients who reported that 
they were asking different questions post-engagement of their staff and 
colleagues.  This indicates that the engagement had given them new insights and 
a different way of approaching a specific organisational issue, as illustrated by 
feedback from the NOTPROFIT 7 General Manager and Sales Manager:  
I’m starting to ask more probing questions at our R&D Product Development 
Meeting – i.e. What is innovative about the product and how can we build in 
intellectual property?  Also probing to understand if it satisfies what the 
different customer groups want. 
(General Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, D14)  
 
Now when we talk and they (the sales representatives) report to me on their 
monthly reports; whenever we discuss new customers that they’ve visited, I’m 
also asking the question ‘What type of customer are they?’  So from a 
customer targeting point-of-view, it’s better to have the pre-qualifying done 
then they can better manage their time and have more effective meetings. 
(Sales Manager, NOTPROFIT 7, I7v) 
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Adopting a new lexicon 
The third form of tacit knowing related to clients reporting the use of new 
terminology in their everyday operational environment.  Client diary entries indicate 
that one of the first indications that a change was taking place, was the use of new 
terms and lexicon.  As expected, in the case of NOTPROFIT clients, this related to 
terms from the consultant’s lexicon, such as DIFOT, DIFOTIS and VSM.  In the 
case of Electro, the engagement resulted in a better understanding and more 
specific use of the term PORTFOLIO as it related to organisational projects.  
Several Electro clients indicated that the workshops had given them an insight that 
the term meant different things to different people and that ‘in the world of SAP, it 
related specifically to portfolio management’ (D18), which was different from the 
way in which Electro applied the term.   
The identification of tacit knowing instances contributes a new insight to 
understanding how clients use engagement knowledge.  Its use as described by 
NOTPROFIT and Electro clients indicate that even though knowledge 
transformation did not occur during interaction sessions and clients did not in all 
cases implement engagement knowledge as contained and shaped within 
knowledge artefacts developed by the consultants, a change from having 
participated in an engagement was still traceable.   
DELIVERABLES RELEGATED TO SYNTACTIC BOUNDARY OBJECT STATUS 
An analysis of how deliverables in the Electro and NOTPROFIT engagements 
supported the use of engagement knowledge by clients – thereby also building 
client knowing – shows that deliverables took on a boundary object status (Star, 
2010) after handover, becoming containers of the solution lexicon that could be 
applied to the client organisation’s context.  Deliverables therefore held the 
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potential to function as ideal type (Star, 2010) boundary objects, creating an 
opportunity at the pragmatic boundary (Carlile, 2002) to support knowledge 
transformation in the client organisation, but did not live up to this promise. An 
analysis of how clients used the deliverables post-engagement shows that in most 
instances, the deliverables were used as syntactic boundary objects (Carlile, 2002).  
In the NOTPROFIT engagements, the action plans effectively became ‘to do’ lists 
for clients, containing a summary of the key actions as discussed in Workshop 2.  
The structuring of the action plans further enhanced their role as repositories 
(Carlile, 2002) with all NOTPROFIT engagements following a similar structure for 
the action plan, namely action, name of responsible person, and due date (A1 to 
A8).  The structure and wording indicated that clients’ focus post-engagement had 
to be on taking action through observable and bracketed activities with specific 
outcomes, rather than encouraging continued shaping and transformation of 
engagement knowledge. 
Action plans also did not refer to post-engagement interactions clients 
needed to have with their colleagues to enable knowledge co-creation, which 
further suggests their limited application as information repositories only.  With the 
exception of NOTPROFIT 7, the innovation strategy engagement, none of the 
action plans made reference to additional information or knowledge that clients had 
to obtain to support the implementation of the engagement ideas.  In the case of 
NOTPROFIT 7, the first action on the action plan was for the client to obtain a 
better understanding of customer needs by conducting market research:  
Spend time outside your ‘bubble’. Make contact (site visits/focus groups) with 
our customers (by type) to better understand their wants, needs, desires, 
unmet needs, expectations, problems, issues, winner/qualifiers (purchasing 
decisions). 
(NOTPROFIT 7 Action Plan, A12)   
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This action could be interpreted as creating liminal spaces holding the 
potential for clients to transform knowledge, since by building a better 
understanding of customers, they could transform the way they think about their 
customers.  However, this potentially transformational outcome did not arise from 
knowledge shaping efforts during the workshop, but had been part of the 
consultant’s approach from the outset, as he indicated in the pre-engagement 
interview: 
I was thinking about … leading them through a thought process where they will 
start to clarify and capture what they know about their market base.  And if 
they don’t know, then at least it will give them some things to say, ‘You need to 
go and find this stuff out, to get clarity … and be able to clearly articulate what 
you think your customers are demanding of your business’.   
       We’re not going to talk about specific products or services, because that’s 
ultimately a decision for them to work out.  We’re going to invest in the ability to 
investigate.  
(Consultant NOTPROFIT 7, I7i)   
None of the action plans presented to clients of the three studies contained 
recommendations or advice related to the process (how) of implementing the 
actions, and by implication new ideas, within the client organisation.  While clients 
understood and accepted that they would need to implement the actions 
themselves, the actual mechanics of how to go about this was not detailed in the 
action plan.  Paradoxically, it was implied that in undertaking the actions, clients 
would move their organisation toward the ideal state (the ‘to be’) as had been 
hinted at or specifically discussed during the workshops.  For instance, in the case 
of the NOTPROFIT assessment engagements, the implication was that clients 
would increase their scores on the questionnaire if they implemented the 
suggested actions.  It was also implicit in the consultant approach and structure of 
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delivery that completion of the actions would result in this ideal envisaged state, but 
this was not explicitly stated nor explained in the action plan. 
Action plans were therefore reduced to syntactic boundary object status, 
functioning as repositories (Carlile, 2002) of the engagement proceedings and 
action lists for clients.  The effect was that clients took a short-term, transactional 
view of post-engagement actions, focusing instead on ‘ticking the boxes’ in the 
given timeframe.  Similar to consultants regarding the development of the action 
plan as completing the engagement brief, clients regarded the completion of the 
action plan as sufficient to implement engagement knowledge.  This short-term, 
transactional view was evident with most clients studied, with a few exceptions 
such as NOTPROFIT 7s General Manager who indicated a longer time orientation 
after receiving the action plan: It’s not going to be the end of the process I don’t 
think; for me it’s the beginning ( I7iv).   
This short-term view was supported by comments from clients in Study 3.  
Clients did not refer to the embedding of new ideas in the organisation or the 
continuation of the knowledge shaping processes as part of their post-engagement 
actions.  Instead they described their actions as focused on making sufficient 
changes to ensure the desired outcome.  These findings show that clients were 
taking an incremental or stepped-change approach to applying engagement 
knowledge.  This did not mean that clients necessarily approved of the content in 
the deliverables, but that they had obtained a sufficient level of knowing from the 
engagement to feel confident that they could adapt it to suit their organisational 
context after the handover. 
Analysis of data collected in the post-engagement stage highlighted client 
knowledge shaping behaviours and indicated that clients established knowing 
through the application of a brokering process.  This process is not described in 
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Carlile’s (2004) knowledge boundary framework and while it has been identified to 
some extent in the consulting literature, it has mostly been attributed to consultants 
and not clients.  The description of brokering by clients therefore provides new 
insight into how clients use consulting knowledge in their organisations.  These 
client behaviours can be explained through identity frameworks, which showed that 
identity work by clients served to evolve their role identity into knowing clients, 
thereby also implying a client competence to use engagement knowledge in their 
organisational context independent of consultant support.     
CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter focused on answering RQ2: How do clients enact their knowing post-
engagement? by investigating the client activities and structuring mechanisms 
(Reed, 2009) that supported and inhibited the use of consulting knowledge in client 
organisations.  The concept of knowing (Orlikowski, 2002) was incorporated into 
the investigation to illuminate how clients use engagement knowledge in their 
organisations.  The end of the engagement was defined as the point at which 
structured consultant–client interaction sessions had been completed and 
consultants handed over a knowledge artefact, such as a report or action plan, to 
clients.  Data was collected from NOTPROFIT and Electro post-engagement 
interviews and client diaries, as well as from six additional in-depth interviews with 
experienced clients in middle management positions. 
The chapter showed that consultant involvement in engagement knowledge 
shaping ended with the handover of deliverables.  Consultants then disengaged 
from the engagement context.  Particularly in the case of NOTPROFIT’s subsidised 
engagements, this can be explained by the fact that there was no ongoing 
dependence (Carlile, 2004) on clients for further work or income.  The handover of 
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deliverables also reaffirmed the findings of Chapter 5 that consultants focused on 
developing a tangible knowledge artefact during the engagement and not explicitly 
on achieving client knowing.  Consultants regarded deliverable handover as having 
fulfilled their engagement brief and in most cases did not consider it necessary to 
reflect on how their own knowing had been influenced by participation in the 
engagement.  Therefore, consultants’ role as experts generally remained 
unchallenged even after the end of the engagement.    
A variety of deliverables, or knowledge artefacts, were presented in this 
study.  Analysis of the knowledge artefacts showed that they mostly did not 
represent transformed knowledge, but instead contained a solution presented in 
the consultant’s lexicon.  In this regard, the deliverables represented syntactic-level 
boundary objects that merely contained information, such as the NOTPROFIT 
action plans which resulted in a ‘to do’ list for clients to implement.  Artefacts 
therefore did not address client knowing, as they did not incorporate the ways in 
which clients should implement engagement knowledge.  However, clients still 
found deliverables useful as containers of actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 
2004) to assist them with structuring their approaches to implementing knowledge.  
The deliverables therefore played a role in reducing the novelty of the 
organisational setting, making it easier for clients to take action post-engagement.    
Post-engagement client interviews and diaries showed a wider range of 
responses related to the implementation of engagement knowledge.  In the 
NOTPROFIT engagements, clients in the fully subsidised engagements 
(NOTPROFIT 1, 2, 3 and 8) did not take specific action in the four weeks following 
deliverable handover.  Clients cited intra-organisational issues such as ‘poor timing’ 
and ‘lack of top management support’ as the reasons for not taking action.   
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NOTPROFIT 5 was the only client in a fully subsidised engagement to take 
action, and also the only one that had appointed an individual to coordinate the use 
of actions with other organisational initiatives.  It is significant that NOTPROFIT 5 
was the most experienced of the client organisations in the use of consultants, and 
therefore could be said to have developed knowing from participation in previous 
engagements.  This raises the point, as described in social learning approaches 
(Handley et al., 2007), that participation in engagement settings builds knowing of 
what it means to be a client post-engagement. 
In the case of Electro, clients reported having developed their knowledge of 
SAP PPM through participation in the engagements, but did not enact knowing 
post-engagement as there was no context for them within which to apply their 
engagement knowledge.  In contrast, the Electro consultants appeared to have 
developed knowing of the use of SAP PPM in the organisation, which enabled 
them to complete the Feasibility Study.  However, consultants did not retain this 
knowing as they moved on to new projects after handing over the Feasibility Study.  
This indicates that consultant knowing is quite specific, in terms of being 
engagement focused.  It can therefore not be taken for granted that consultants will 
develop and retain knowing of client organisations overall by long-term involvement 
in engagements.    
A further insight from interviews with clients who had implemented 
engagement knowledge, such as the Study 3 clients and NOTPROFIT 5, indicated 
that clients frequently took on a role of knowledge brokering (Wenger, 2003) in 
deciding how to implement engagement knowledge.  Clients adopted this role at 
different engagement stages, with some clients becoming involved earlier on – in 
the interactions with consultants – while others waited until after deliverable 
handover.  In all the cases however, clients enacted this brokering role in a non-
 Chapter 6: Enacting the Knowing Client in the  
Post-Engagement Stage 263 
challenging manner, choosing instead to retain the professional and amicable 
appearance of the consultant–client relationship.  However, this client silence did 
not mean that clients were passive knowledge recipients, as post-engagement 
actions clearly showed that clients took responsibility for implementing engagement 
knowledge in their organisations and effectively moved consultants to a knowledge 
outsider position. 
For clients, brokering entailed assessing the usefulness of engagement 
knowledge in terms of their organisational context and in some cases implementing 
only certain aspects of such knowledge; while in others, amending the knowledge 
to better suit the organisational context.  Clients enacted the broker role 
individually, balancing the perceived usability of knowledge with organisational 
considerations.  Clients therefore applied their own knowing in deciding how to 
apply the engagement knowledge in the organisational context.  This is significant 
as it contributes a further insight to the contention that clients take a recipe-
approach (Collins, 2006) to applying engagement knowledge.  It provides detail in 
terms of the mechanisms that support and inhibit the use of engagement 
knowledge.  
Another new insight from this study is that clients often were not aware that 
they were enacting knowing, but actually were using engagement knowledge.  This 
meant they did not consciously have to transform knowledge to apply it.  The term 
tacit knowing is used to describe these instances where clients were applying 
engagement knowledge without being aware of it.  Three types of tacit knowing 
were identified in this study, namely thinking differently about an organisational 
issue or problem; asking different questions of co-workers; and adopting a different 
lexicon. 
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As expected, the relative power of clients in their organisations impacted on 
the extent to which clients could enact engagement knowledge.  However, clients 
who did not have power to implement actions and thereby transform knowledge, 
still reported that they had achieved knowing from participating in the engagement 
and appeared to enact tacit knowing.   
The study supports social learning approaches postulating that engagement 
participation leads to role identity development, which subsequently can impact on 
practice (Handley et al., 2007).  Consultants generally did not seem to evolve their 
role identity through engagement participation, but remained in the expert role 
throughout.  Consultant comments also indicated a lack of reflexivity (Schon, 1983) 
about their practice.  In contrast, clients appeared to have evolved their role from 
knowledge recipients to brokers and confident knowing clients through participation 
in engagements.  This aligns with a social learning perspective stating that, as 
individuals get to apply their knowledge through doing, they build a sense of 
competence which changes their role identity from that of novice to that of expert 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991).  This increased sense of competence then positively 
reinforces their participation, which potentially leads them to become more actively 
involved earlier on. 
In contrast, consultants were not observed to have expanded their own 
practice, thereby challenging their role identity.  By taking pre-structured 
approaches to engagements and drawing on re-usable knowledge, consultants 
were merely enacting familiar roles and reinforcing their held identities.  In addition, 
as they were not challenged by clients, they had no reason to question the validity 
of their identities.  Clients on the other hand seemed to have had two instances of 
participation in practice – as client participants in the engagement, and also as 
implementers of engagement knowledge.  Both of these appeared to allow scope 
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for them to evolve their role identity.  So a practical insight from this study – and 
possible explanation of why clients continue to purchase consulting services – is 
that it serves as setting for them to develop their practice and role identity.  This 
questions assertions that clients are insecure and helpless, and instead raises the 
notion that clients actively suspend their judgement during engagements.  The 
findings also support studies from a social learning perspective showing that there 
is value for clients in encouraging broad participation in engagement interactions, 
even if these are carried out primarily as knowledge transfer and translation 
sessions, as participation enables clients to build their own knowing and potentially 
evolve their role identity post-engagement. 
The post-engagement findings also further enrich understanding of Carlile’s 
(2004) 3T framework.  Knowledge shaping interactions are described as ending 
once a mutual solution has been found; however, the actual implementation of the 
solution is not investigated.  Within a consulting context in particular, this study has 
highlighted some of the enabling and constraining factors in the use of 
engagement knowledge in client organisations.  
Chapter 7 provides an integrated synthesis of the findings in Chapters 4 to 6, 
and concludes the thesis.  
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Chapter 7:  Conclusion 
CHAPTER OVERVIEW 
This chapter reviews the rationale for this research in relation to understanding the 
shaping of knowing within management consulting contexts.  It synthesises the 
conclusions from Study 1, 2 and 3 – as detailed in Chapters 4 to 6 – to explain how 
the research has contributed to a more in-depth understanding of knowledge 
shaping processes and activities in consulting contexts and how clients use 
consulting knowledge in their organisations.    
The chapter makes the argument that the original aims of the thesis have 
been achieved and that this study has answered the two Research Questions, 
namely   
RQ1: How do management consultants and clients shape knowing? and  
RQ2: How do clients enact knowing post-engagement?  
The chapter also establishes that a significant contribution to knowledge has 
been made related to theorising the role of knowledge in consulting practice, the 
consultant–client relationship and client knowing.  Three insights are explicated as 
the contributions to knowledge.  In addition, the research proposes a 
conceptualisation of knowledge shaping in consulting engagements which 
incorporates role identity development, brokering and client knowing as key 
explanatory concepts. 
The chapter also points out the limitations of the study.  Areas of future 
research are identified, thereby concluding the chapter and the thesis.    
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES  
This study originated from the requirement to contribute to knowledge co-creation 
in the management consulting discipline by investigating the shaping of knowing 
over the course of consulting engagements.  The objective of this study was to 
contribute to an in-depth and more theoretical understanding of management 
consulting as a knowledge profession by drawing strongly on knowledge boundary 
theory to illuminate the processes through which knowing is shaped within 
consulting engagements involving participation between management consultants 
and clients.  It also aimed to illuminate how clients use these new ideas in their 
organisations following the formal end of the consulting engagement through 
investigating client knowing. 
This study approached the research questions from a critical realist 
perspective employing a processual research design.  Data collection took a 
longitudinal approach according to three stages reflecting knowledge shaping in 
consulting engagements, namely pre-engagement, engagement, and post-
engagement as detailed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 respectively.  The unit of analysis 
was the consulting engagement, and data collection incorporated both structured 
consultant–client interaction events and the individual’s experience as either a 
client or consultant in the consulting engagement.    
The research was structured around planned consultant–client interaction 
events, as these are recognised as the spaces within which problem solving and 
learning occur during consulting engagements.  The study incorporated the 
concept of client knowing, or knowledge-in-use (Orlikowski, 2002), to investigate 
the client experience of using consulting knowledge beyond the end of the formal 
consulting engagement.         
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MAIN INSIGHTS 
The following section provides a synthesis of the discussions in Chapters 4, 5 and 
6, to offer an integrated answer to the two Research Questions, namely  
RQ1: How do management consultants and clients shape knowing? and  
RQ2: How do clients enact knowing post-engagement?  
At a theoretical level, synthesising the findings across the three stages of a 
typical consulting engagement has led to several new insights related to the 
patterns of knowledge shaping behaviours and shaping of knowing in consulting 
engagements, the consultant–client relationship and the ways in which clients 
enact knowing post-engagement.  First, consulting engagements are planned and 
enacted to support novelty reduction in knowledge shaping; second, asymmetries 
in the structuring of the consultant–client relationship hamper knowledge 
transformation and co-creation; and third, an understanding of how consultants and 
clients develop and regulate their individual role identities over the course of an 
engagement is essential to understanding the shaping of knowing in consulting 
engagements.   
In addition, this study has established that – despite impediments to the 
shaping of knowing in engagements and asymmetries in the consultant–client 
relationship – the knowing client is established over the course of a consulting 
engagement.  The data has shown that knowing is multi-layered, comprising 
knowledge content and its application, as well as the enactment of a role identity 
that is developed and maintained through participation in the consulting 
engagement. 
This section concludes by proposing a reconceptualisation of knowledge 
shaping in consulting engagements and offers a synthesised model of how 
knowledge shaping activities and processes enact the knowing client. 
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Consulting engagements are planned and enacted to reduce novelty 
The first insight from integrating findings across the pre-engagement, engagement 
and post-engagement stages is to highlight one important mechanism through 
which consultants control knowledge shaping in consulting engagements, namely 
the reduction of novelty.  Novelty as described by Carlile (2004) relates to the 
newness of knowledge content and the knowledge shaping setting and is 
suggested as a necessary condition to bridge the pragmatic knowledge boundary.  
In this way, the engagement becomes a liminal space (Czarniawska & Mazza, 
2003) open to knowledge co-creation and transformation. However, this study 
clearly illustrates how consultants’ knowledge shaping actions over the course of a 
consulting engagement served instead to reduce the novelty of both knowledge 
content and the interaction setting.  This enabled consultants to provide their re-
usable knowledge solutions to clients in a structured setting, thereby supporting the 
maintenance of consultants’ expert role identity.    
The analysis of the case study data showed that consultants initiated actions 
to reduce novelty in knowledge content and the engagement setting in both 
problem identification and the presentation of solutions.  In terms of problem 
identification, the findings indicate that in a consulting context, the reduction of 
novelty serves a functional role as it makes ill-structured problems more defined 
and therefore solvable.  In terms of problem definition, in the pre-engagement and 
engagement stages, consultants did not interrogate or question client problem 
statements.  Clients’ initial framing of the problem therefore established the 
boundaries of problem definition, allowing ready-made agreement between 
consultants and clients about the problem to be solved through knowledge shaping 
activities (Carlile, 2004).  In the engagement stage, consultants further reduced 
novelty by following a standardised or repeatable workshop structure.  This 
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repeatable structure suggests that knowledge re-use by consultancies not only 
makes economic sense, but also serves to reduce novelty, thereby allowing 
consultants control over the engagement.    
During the engagement interactions observed in this study, consultants 
further reduced novelty by steering away from instances where novelty and 
difference (Carlile, 2002) in knowledge could be explored.  Consultants directed the 
interactions toward the development of standardised knowledge artefacts that 
contained actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004).  These artefacts, such as 
action plans and reports,  did not challenge or encourage clients to further explore 
novelty, but instead provided a  ‘to do’ list with the implication that simply by ticking 
the boxes on the list, clients would bring about changes in their organisations.   
Artefacts therefore functioned as repository-type boundary objects (Carlile, 
2002) containing only a record of information.  In this manner, artefacts supported 
novelty reduction and did not serve as source for ongoing problem solving or 
knowledge co-creation.  While consultants regard the development of these 
knowledge objects as one of their expert contributions to client organisations, the 
boundary objects continued to function as ‘empty vessels to be filled with whatever 
is the preferred local beverage’ (Sapsed & Salter, 2004, p.1519).  The novelty of 
the knowledge content contained in the artefacts is therefore negligible.  Instead, 
they offer a means for clients to use engagement knowledge by presenting them 
with simplified, structured, and actionable solutions, typically represented as ‘to do’ 
lists. 
In the post-engagement stage, clients continued the novelty-reducing 
activities without interacting with consultants.  For instance, clients proceeded to 
use engagement knowledge as indicated in the knowledge artefacts, and did not 
engage with consultants or colleagues in efforts to transform such knowledge.  
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This offers further support for the notion that clients prefer a simplified solution with 
limited novelty represented as actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) as 
outcome of engagement interactions.    
Despite the limited novelty in knowledge content, post-engagement data 
shows that clients had indeed acquired new ideas and in many instances this had 
resulted in tacit knowing (Polanyi, 1962) and the ongoing use of engagement 
knowledge.  Tacit knowing refers to knowing-in-action (Schon, 1983) and describes 
knowing as residing in the act of doing (Day, 2005).  The ways in which clients 
applied engagement knowledge also confirmed a recipe-approach (Collins, 2006) 
to the use of consulting knowledge, as clients selected aspects of knowledge they 
regarded as useful.  Clients then incorporated their individual knowing of their 
organisational context – relating to factors such as operational priorities and 
organisational politics – to adapt knowledge for use in their organisations.   
Carlile (2004) identified three knowledge boundaries that influence 
knowledge co-creation and transformation and three corresponding processes to 
bridge these boundaries.  In this study a fourth process – brokering – was identified 
as significant in consulting engagements.  Clients employed a brokering process in 
deciding how to implement their engagement knowledge.  This entailed trading off 
the perceived utility of the engagement knowledge with organisational constraints 
to decide how and when to use engagement knowledge.  In this manner, clients 
controlled the knowledge shaping processes post-engagement and within their 
organisational context.  This insight represents a contribution to knowledge as 
previous studies have described the knowledge brokering activities of consultants, 
but not of clients.  Indeed, the findings from this study suggest that clients may be 
more active in brokering engagement knowledge than consultants are. 
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In addition to novelty of knowledge content, it was observed in this study that 
client novelty to engagement participation also influenced how the knowing client 
was established.  Clients who had prior experience of participating in engagements 
and therefore found the setting less novel, approached engagement participation 
differently from new clients or clients new to the consultancy.  Experienced clients 
appeared to take on the role of knowing client earlier in the engagement, as 
evident from their more active role, often involving brokering, in knowledge shaping 
activities during engagement interactions.  This indicates that there is merit in 
encouraging wide client participation in consulting engagements, to enable clients 
to build experience as participants and reduce the cognitive distance (Bogenrieder 
& Nooteboom, 2004) between consultants and clients as it relates to an 
engagement. 
While the study has shed more light on the knowledge shaping activities of 
consultants, findings mainly confirmed existing literature that consultants primarily 
provide sector knowledge to clients; that their expert role remains intact over the 
course of an engagement; and that consultant learning from engagements is 
limited. 
   However, the insights related to novelty offer a new perspective on the 
drivers for consulting engagements.  It shows that clients in this study did not 
engage consultants for the novelty value of knowledge, but instead favoured 
instances of novelty reduction.  This is supported by observations of knowledge 
shaping which indicated that engagement activities did not provide the 
opportunities to explore novelty, but instead favoured instances of novelty 
reduction.    
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Asymmetries in the consultant–client relationship impact on the shaping 
of knowing  
A second theme evident across all three engagement stages is that asymmetries in 
the consultant–client relationship impacted on knowledge shaping activities.  The 
asymmetries related to access to knowledge, control over the knowledge shaping 
events, and the perceived ability to use engagement knowledge.  Despite these 
asymmetries, data showed that both consultants and clients behaved in ways that 
maintained the consultant–client relationship as amicable and professional; for 
instance, by not challenging each other’s knowledge.  
Data clearly showed that consultants were regarded as experts in terms of 
knowledge content and that clients actively sought access to this expertise to 
address organisational problems.  This established the relationship as one where 
consultants held expert knowledge to provide to client organisations.  As a result, 
clients were observed to suspend their judgement during the engagement 
interactions and participated as compliant audience allowing consultants to direct 
the engagement activities and knowledge provision.  This further embedded the 
consultant–client relationship as one where consultants held expertise in the 
provision of knowledge through consulting practice.  Consultants enacted this 
control by introducing their solution lexicon to clients, mainly through a translation 
process, rather than by participating in knowledge co-creation with clients. 
Consultants demonstrated their expertise by presenting their solution lexicon 
as the ideal state to which client organisations should aspire.  Clients seemingly 
appeared to adopt this lexicon and to cede their control over knowledge creation, 
responding as amenable and quiet recipients of the expert knowledge.  As with the 
previous insight, the level of client experience did make a difference however, with 
more experienced clients participating more actively in the interaction sessions, 
 Chapter 7: Conclusion 275 
and even creating their own terms, as typified for instance by the concept of iblind 
in NOTPROFIT 7.   
However, in the post-engagement stage, the symmetry in the consultant–
client relationship changed.  Consultants moved to a knowledge outsider position, 
while clients took control of knowledge shaping activities in the organisational 
context.  As knowing brokers, clients selected the aspects of engagement 
knowledge they wanted to share with colleagues, as well as the ways in which to 
implement the knowledge.  The consultant–client relationship was maintained as 
amicable, as consultants did not challenge clients on their plans for using 
engagement knowledge.  Instead, in the post-engagement stage, consultants 
ceded to clients’ knowing of their organisational contexts. 
This insight represents a contribution to knowledge of consulting practice as it 
explores the social structuring of the consultant–client relationship and sheds light 
on the ways in which the symmetry in the relationship changes over the course of a 
consulting engagement.    
Identity work is central to knowledge shaping in consulting engagements   
A third new insight from this study relates to the significance of role identity 
development and maintenance as part of engagement knowledge shaping 
activities.  Role identity in this regard is derived from social learning perspectives to 
interaction (Nikolova et al., 2009) and learning (Lave & Wenger, 2001) and refers 
to how participants develop and adapt their role identities as consultants and 
clients over the course of an engagement through participation in the engagement.    
This study illuminated how consultant activities that aimed at establishing and 
maintaining their expert role identities over the course of an engagement 
influenced their knowledge shaping behaviours.  As explained earlier, consultants 
are sought by clients for their expertise and expected to provide this expertise as 
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actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004) during engagements.  Consultants 
endorse this expert role, for instance by referring to themselves as ‘specialists’ in 
the case of NOTPROFIT, and plan engagements to support the enactment of this 
expert identity.  During engagements, consultants draw on performative techniques 
such as reference to their previous experience, ‘war stories’ and use of a specific 
lexicon to further embed their expert identity. 
However, in order to maintain this expert identity, consultants cannot allow 
their knowledge to be questioned or challenged, thereby precluding interaction with 
clients at a pragmatic knowledge boundary level.  While this maintains the 
consultant-as-expert, it also means there is no opportunity for consultants to learn 
from clients, as consultants are not willing to expose their identities to liminality 
(Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003) where held identities can be suspended and new 
identities and knowledge developed.  In the post-engagement stage, consultants 
maintain their expert identity by handing over a completed knowledge artefact to 
clients and then disengaging from further knowledge shaping interactions.  
Clients, on the other hand, showed more adaptation in their role identity. 
They start off by taking a supporting role as seeker of expert advice in the pre-
engagement stage and also as audience during the engagement.  As knowledge 
recipients, clients are perceived as unquestioning, which is reinforced by the lack of 
challenge to consultants.  However, after the handover of the knowledge artefacts, 
clients appear to enact a different role identity.  They move from apparently 
passive and docile audience to active knowing brokers, balancing their selection of 
usable engagement knowledge with their individual knowing of the organisational 
context.  And as stated earlier, this study has also shown that experienced clients 
often enacted the brokering identity during the engagement stage.       
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Therefore, as an emergent theme, this study has illuminated how role identity 
work by individuals as consultants and clients influences knowledge shaping in 
consulting engagements.  Identity work supports the enactment of knowing in a 
consulting context and contributes to maintaining the social structuring of the 
consultant–client relationship as a ‘professional’ interaction where participants do 
not challenge each other’s knowing identity.  Through novelty reduction in problem 
definition and through delivery of engagements in a standardised and repeatable 
manner, consultants are able to maintain their identity as experts.  Aligned with 
this, clients remain knowledge insiders of their organisational domains throughout 
the engagement, for instance through the unquestioning outward appearance of 
acceptance of their problem definitions and the termination of consultant–client 
interactions before engagement knowledge has to be integrated into the client 
organisation.  This leaves clients with control over knowledge shaping related to 
the use of engagement knowledge in their organisations, thereby supporting the 
establishment of the knowing client. 
The illumination of role identity as influential to knowledge shaping in 
consulting contexts and as a generative mechanism for client knowing represents a 
new insight.  Carlile (2004, p.556) makes only passing reference to the influence of 
identity: ‘This specialization of knowledge goes deeper than just the actor’s role or 
identity.’  While studies from a social learning perspective (see Handley et al., 
2007; 2006) have acknowledged the importance of participation and role identity to 
knowledge shaping, this has not been studied in detail within a consulting context.  
Therefore a key contribution of this research is to show that participants’ actions 
related to the development and maintenance of their role identity influences the 
shaping of knowing in engagements.  For consultants in particular, the 
maintenance of their identity as experts is in tension with the bridging of knowledge 
boundaries.  This is especially relevant for bridging of the pragmatic boundary, 
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where participants need to be amenable to ‘giving up’ parts of their identity for 
knowledge transformation and co-creation to occur.      
Further, the observed lack of challenge to either party’s identity during 
engagement interaction serves to maintain the consultant–client relationship as 
amicable and professional.  The importance of maintaining the overall relationship 
therefore does not support knowledge transformation or co-creation in 
engagements but instead supports the provision of re-usable consulting knowledge 
as solutions to clients’ organisational problems.      
Theorising the knowing client 
This study  has enriched understanding of both Carlile’s 3T framework (2004) of 
knowledge boundaries in the context of consulting engagements and Handley et 
al.’s (2007) framework depicting the interplay of identity and practice through 
participation in consulting engagements.  Based on the engagements studied, a 
framework of knowledge shaping and client knowing in consulting engagements 
can be theorised, as depicted in Figure 7.1: 
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Figure 7.1 Conceptual framework of knowledge shaping in consulting engagements and the 
establishment of the knowing client 
 
In the framework, knowledge shaping takes place by means of consultants 
and clients participating in engagements.  Three participation settings are relevant 
to a consulting context, namely pre-engagement preparation, consultant–client 
interaction events and post-engagement client-organisation interactions.  
Knowledge shaping in the interactions is enacted through four processes – 
providing, persuading, selecting and brokering – as described by this study. 
In pre-engagement, there is minimal consultant–client interaction and 
knowledge shaping.  Instead, the focus is on consultants planning to provide re-
usable consulting knowledge in a repeatable format to client organisations.  
Consultants then provide this knowledge as actionable solutions to clients during 
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the structured interaction events.  Consultants also draw on this setting to 
persuade clients that their expert knowledge represents the optimal solution to the 
client organisation’s problem.  Following the end of the structured interactions and 
the handover of knowledge artefacts, clients apply a brokering process to select 
the aspects of knowledge they can use in their organisational context.       
In participating in knowledge shaping, consultants and clients encounter 
numerous knowledge boundaries and draw on the knowledge shaping processes 
of transfer, translation and transformation, as identified by Carlile (2004), to bridge 
these boundaries.  In addition, this study has identified the use of a fourth process 
– brokering – to describe the selection and use of consulting knowledge in client 
organisations. In this context, brokering describes the actions of clients, in 
particular, in using engagement knowledge. 
Brokering acts as both a knowledge shaping and a boundary bridging 
process, thereby supporting the establishment of client knowing.  Brokering 
enables clients to bridge the pragmatic knowledge boundary and use consulting 
knowledge as solutions without necessarily employing a transformation process.    
Clients are observed to broker knowledge by assessing the utility of engagement 
knowledge to their specific organisation, selecting aspects of knowledge to 
implement, and trading off the implementation of engagement knowledge with 
other organisational factors.  Based on this, clients adapt consulting knowledge to 
their organisational context and decide how and when to use this knowledge.  Data 
in this study suggests that clients can apply a brokering process at various stages 
of an engagement.  Experienced clients appear to do this earlier in the 
engagement, often during consultant–client interaction in the engagement stage, 
while less experienced clients tend to wait until the post-engagement stage, when 
consultants no longer participate in knowledge shaping activities.  The description 
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of brokering as applied by clients is a significant new insight, as previous studies of 
consulting engagements have illuminated consultant activities related to brokering, 
but not those of clients.   
In addition, the identification of brokering as a fourth boundary crossing 
process is insightful as it shows that knowledge transformation, or the creation of 
new knowledge (Carlile, 2004), is not the only way in which client knowing can be 
established.  Transformation can be regarded as having taken place if parties have 
negotiated and traded-off their different interests, and taken their domain-specific 
knowledge and learnt from each other.  However, a significant finding of this study 
and a key insight for knowledge management is that in consulting engagements, 
the pragmatic knowledge boundary does not need to be bridged to result in 
actionable knowledge (Cross & Sproull, 2004).  Transformation, in terms of ‘letting 
go’ of old knowledge (Carlile, 2004) therefore does not have to take place for 
consulting knowledge to be usable and support client knowing.   
An interesting insight from this study – and worth further investigation – is 
that in cases where clients did not actively enact knowing, data still indicated use of 
consulting knowledge post-engagement.  The study therefore showed that clients 
also draw on tacit knowing practices in using consulting knowledge.  Three tacit 
knowing practices were evident in this study, namely clients thinking differently, 
using different language and asking different questions about their organisational 
problems.  As stated earlier, this suggests that participation in a consulting 
engagement – even as a knowledge recipient only – contributes to establishing 
client knowing.  This study has clearly shown that in their drive to develop and 
deliver knowledge artefacts, consultants are not focused on enabling client 
knowing.  Nonetheless, client knowing and tacit knowing appear to be outcomes of 
consulting engagements. 
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Simultaneous to the shaping of knowing through bridging knowledge 
boundaries, consultants and clients also develop and maintain their role identities 
as consultants and clients.  As this study has shown, for consultants this primarily 
relates to maintaining their role as experts.  However, for clients the development 
of their identity through identity work (Handley et al., 2007) is integral to becoming 
a knowing client.  Through participation in knowledge shaping, clients evolve their 
identity from knowledge recipient to broker and ultimately to knowing client, 
confident of using engagement knowledge in their organisation.  The 
transformation of their role identity over the course of an engagement leads to 
clients adapting their practices.  Therefore, a key contribution of this study is to 
theorise the significance of role identity work in consulting engagements, 
particularly as it relates to how clients use engagement knowledge.  For clients, 
role identity work (Alvesson & Wilmott, 2002), which encompasses the 
development and maintenance of their role identities, is central to how they assess 
and use engagement knowledge in their organisations post-engagement.  The 
focus on client knowing (knowledge-in-use) in this study has contributed to building 
a theoretical understanding of this dynamic in consulting engagements. .   
THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION 
This thesis has answered the question How do management consultants and 
clients shape knowing? (RQ1) and in so doing has contributed to knowledge of 
management consulting specifically related to the consultant–client relationship, 
consulting practice, a boundary-perspective to knowledge shaping, and insight into 
the brokering process.  The thesis also addresses the question How do clients 
enact their knowing post-engagement? (RQ2) and in the process contributed to 
knowledge of the client experience and the use of consulting knowledge.  The 
study has also elaborated on existing consulting research by specifically 
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investigating the structuring mechanisms that support and inhibit the use of 
consulting knowledge in client organisations.   
From a theoretical perspective, this thesis makes a contribution to knowledge 
by adding role identity shaping as a dimension that must be considered in the 
theorising of knowledge shaping and knowledge boundaries.  It contributes to 
understanding of consulting practice and consulting as knowledge profession; the 
role of knowledge in consulting, and the knowledge management discipline by 
providing a better insight into consultant–client knowledge shaping interactions 
over the course of a consulting engagement, as well as the client experience of 
using knowledge from a consulting engagement in the organisational context.   
By focusing on knowing as central concept, the study has provided a more 
comprehensive understanding of how clients use consulting knowledge in their 
organisations, for instance through tacit knowing practices.  The use of knowing 
has also shifted the focus from the limited notion of transfer to incorporate other 
knowledge shaping processes such as translation and brokering.  The data in this 
study suggests that clients can enact their own knowing and that consultants do 
not need to participate in the application of engagement knowledge in client 
organisations.   
In addition, this study has enriched the understanding of Carlile’s 3T 
framework to show how it is enacted during the typical stages of a consulting 
engagement.  In particular, the study has extended the description offered in the 
framework by showing that the pragmatic knowledge boundary is not bridged 
during the engagement stage and that identity construction needs to be added as a 
dimension in understanding knowledge shaping in consulting engagements.   
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PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTION  
This thesis has contributed to consulting practice by: 
i. building a better understanding of ‘what happens over the course of a 
consulting engagement’, particularly in terms of consultant–client 
interaction; 
ii. showing how consulting engagements are structured for problem solving 
and persuading clients to adopt the consultants’ solution lexicon, rather 
than for knowledge co-creation between consultants and clients;   
iii. showing that the concepts of client knowing and tacit knowing offer a 
feasible means to assess the knowledge shaping outcomes of consulting 
engagements; 
iv. highlighting client actions as active brokers of knowing, which indicates that 
clients are not helpless victims of consultants but instead retain control 
over the implementation of engagement knowledge in their organisations. 
  
LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
As is the case with any study of this nature, there are limitations that impact on the 
insights that can be gained.  The following limitations are acknowledged: 
i. The nature of the engagements studied has been very specific – they were 
of an advisory nature only with short delivery times and comprising small 
project teams.  This represents only one type of consulting engagement 
and it is acknowledged that there are numerous other configurations that 
need to be investigated.  In particular, the knowledge shaping actions of 
the ‘Big Four’ consultancies can benefit from empirical study.    
ii. In terms of knowledge shaping processes, the cases focused on a 
consulting context only and therefore cannot be generalised to other 
contexts. 
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iii. As with any case study design, it is not possible to generalise (or make 
‘truth’ statements) from the findings.  At best, the thesis provides an 
enriched insight and understanding of knowledge shaping processes in 
consulting engagements. 
FUTURE RESEARCH 
The following areas provide scope for further research related to this topic: 
i. Action-type research to investigate knowledge shaping and client knowing 
in other types of consulting engagements.  As example, the researcher 
could assist consultants and clients in structuring engagements as 
knowledge shaping events supporting knowledge co-creation and the 
establishment of knowing. 
ii. Investigation of knowledge shaping in large engagements involving the ‘Big 
Four’ consultancies.    
iii. Research focused specifically on clients’ post-engagement application of 
knowledge, with the objective of redefining performance criteria for 
consulting engagements and incorporating knowledge use, or knowing, 
as an engagement outcome.  
iv. The study also raises a need to question and further investigate what the 
notion of ‘expert’ and ‘expertise’ entails within a consulting context.  Does 
it merely relate to access to a particular knowledge base, or to the ability 
not only to translate terms but also to apply knowledge?  Or does it 
pertain to the ability to facilitate knowledge shaping processes for clients?  
v. Further longitudinal study to investigate whether tacit knowing ultimately 
results in client knowing.   
CHAPTER SUMMARY: CO-CREATING THE KNOWING CLIENT 
This study has set out to build understanding of knowledge shaping in consulting 
engagements.  In terms of the enactment of consulting practice, the study raises 
an interesting question related to the requirement for vigorous debate and 
challenge to held role identities in consulting engagements.  The study has 
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highlighted some strengths as well as limitations for the consulting engagement 
model as currently enacted.  In the engagements studied, clients did acquire 
actionable knowledge and knowing from participating in consulting engagements.  
This occurred despite the absence of knowledge transformation and co-creation in 
interaction events.  However, the observed enactment of engagements did not 
contribute to knowledge transformation and co-creation as participants did not 
enter a liminal space where they suspended their held identities.  
This study has problematised the notion of clients as passive knowledge 
recipients, showing that clients engage in knowledge shaping, but not always 
during interaction with consultants.  The challenge to consulting practice remains 
one of how to structure and enact engagements to support knowledge co-creation 
between consultants and clients.  Instead of the uni-directional transfer of a 
solution lexicon to clients and the delivery of a standard knowledge artefact, 
engagement settings need to be shaped into liminal spaces that embrace novelty 
and encourage dialogue.  From a practical perspective, this would require the 
suspension of the ‘transactional’ means of problem definition, solution 
dissemination and assessing engagement performance through temporal and 
budgetary criteria.  Instead, it calls for a greater incorporation of a ‘process 
consulting’ (Schein, 1999) approach, with consultants spending time in getting to 
understand and then assisting clients firstly to define the full extent of problems, 
and secondly, to set up an engagement environment supporting the co-creation of 
a solution.  
It also would require clients to play a more active role in shaping the structure 
of engagements.  Instead of leaving the planning and directing of engagement 
knowledge shaping activities to consultants, clients need to take an active co-
partnering role in both planning and enacting these events.  This calls for clients to 
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move from being an audience to also actively facilitating the engagement 
interactions.  
The salience of role identity as obstacle needs to be acknowledged.  As long 
as consultants believe it necessary to maintain an appearance of ‘expertise’, they 
are not able to engage authentically and collaborate with clients in a way that will 
allow their own learning to occur.  Similarly, as long as clients are able to 
participate peripherally in engagements – in other words, appear to act as passive 
knowledge recipients with either limited or no accountability for engagement 
performance – their dependence on consultants is limited.  The challenge remains 
to find ways of structuring consulting engagement as settings that encourages 
equal participation of consultants and clients and supports the suspension of held 
identities.  This will allow participants to undertake identity work that will support the 
establishment of knowing.  
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Appendix A 





Position and interview type 
1 I1i Consultant (pre-engagement) 
 I1ii Managing Director  (MD) (client pre-engagement) 
 I1iii Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I1iv Managing Director (post-engagement) 
2 I2i Consultant (pre-engagement) 
 I2ii Production Manager & Finance Manager (pre-
engagement) 
 I2iii Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I2iv Production Manager & Finance Manager (post-
engagement) 
3 I3i Consultant (pre-engagement) 
 I3ii Office Manager & Estimator (pre-engagement) 
 I3iii Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I3iv Office Manager & Estimator (post-engagement) 
4 I4i Consultant (pre-engagement) 
 I4ii Production Manager & Factory Manager  (pre-
engagement) 
 I4iii Managing Director (MD) (pre-engagement) 
 I4iv Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I4v Managing Director & Production Manager (post-
engagement) 
 I4vi Factory Manager (post-engagement)  
5 I5i Consultant (pre-engagement) 
 I5ii Managing Director (MD), Operations Manager, 
Business Manager (pre-engagement) 
 I5iii Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I5iv  Operations Manager, Business Manager (post-
engagement) 
 I5v Operations Manager (post-engagement) – 4 
months 
6 I6i Consultant (pre-engagement) 
 I6ii Director (pre-engagement) 
 I6iii Managing Director (MD) (pre-engagement) 
 I6iv Factory Manager (pre-engagement) 
 I6v Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I6vi Director (post-engagement) 
 I6vii Managing Director (MD) (post-engagement) 
 I6viii Factory Manager (post-engagement) 
 I6ix Managing Director  (post-engagement) – 4 
months 
7 I7i Consultant (pre-engagement) 





Position and interview type 
 I7ii General Manager (GM), NZ Country Manager, 
R&D Manager, Sales Manager (pre-engagement) 
 I7iii Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I7iv General Manager (GM), NZ Country Manager, 
R&D Manager, Sales Manager (pre-engagement) 
 I7v General Manager (GM) (post-engagement) 
 I7vi Sales Manager (post-engagement) 
 I7vii R&D Manager (post-engagement) 
 I7viii NZ Country Manager (post-engagement) 
 I7ix NZ Country Manager (post-engagement) – 4 
months 
8 I8i Consultant (pre-engagement) 
 I8ii Business Manager (pre-engagement) 
 I8iii Consultant (post-engagement) 
 I8iv Business Manager (post-engagement) 
 I8v Business Manager (post-engagement) – 4 months 
ELECTRO   
9 I9i Contracted Consultant 1 – Business Analyst 
(pre-engagement) 
 I9ii Consultant 3 – Electro Project Manager 
(pre-engagement)    
 I9iii Contracted Consultant 2 – Solutions Architect 
(pre-engagement) 
 I9iv IT Manager (background) 
 I9v IT Strategy Manager (background) 
 I9vi IT Delivery Manager (pre-engagement)  
 I9vii IT Quality and Compliance Manager (pre-
engagement)  
 I9viii IT Project Manager (pre-engagement)  
 I9ix Project Manager: Utilities(pre-engagement)  
 I9x Consultant3 -Electro Project Manager (post-
engagement) 
 I9xi IT Project Manager (post-engagement) 
 I9xii Project Manager: Utilities (post-engagement) 
 I9xiii IT Delivery Manager (post-engagement) 
 I9xiv Manager IT Management Office (post-
engagement)  
 I9xv Contracted Consultant1 – Business Analyst (post-
engagement) 
 I9xvi Contracted Consultant2 – Solutions Architect 
(post-engagement) 
   
   
NOTPROFIT 
MANAGEMENT 
 Background interviews 
10 I10i NOTPROFIT Marketing and Communications 
Manager  
 I10ii NOTPROFIT General Manager: Strategy and 
Growth 
 I10iii NOTPROFIT Divisional General Manager  





Position and interview type 
 I10iv NOTPROFIT Performance Improvement Manager 




 IA Project Manager (government health department) 
 IB Enterprise Systems Manager (network provider) 
 IC Process Owner (telecommunications company)  
 ID Implementation Manager (telecommunications) 
 IE Finance Manager (utilities company) 
 IF Service Delivery Manager (utilities company) 
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LIST OF ARTEFACTS EXAMINED 
Reference 
number 
Engagement  Format & title Contents 
A1 NOTPROFIT 1 Report and action 
plan: Best practice 
strategic analysis and 
action planning 
Mission, vision, order 
winners & qualifiers, 
statement of Sustainable 
Competitive Advantage, 
SWOT analysis,  
Action plan 




results & comments;  
Analysis; Gap Analysis; 
Action plan  




results & comments;  
Analysis; Gap Analysis; 
Action plan 
A4 NOTPROFIT 4 Proposed factory 
layout 
One-page PDF graphic  
illustrating proposed ‘to be’ 
factory layout  
A5 NOTPROFIT 4 Current state VSM 
(Value Stream Map) 
One-page PDF graphic of 
‘value stream’ based on 
current factory layout 
A6 NOTPROFIT 4 Email with list of 
actions 
Email from Consultant to 
Factory Manager listing 
next steps to take (but not 
responsible people or 
dates) 




results & comments;  
Analysis; Gap Analysis; 
Action plan 
A8 NOTPROFIT 6 Proposed factory 
layout 
One-page PDF graphic  
illustrating proposed ‘to be’ 
factory layout  
A9 NOTPROFIT 6 Current state VSM 
(Value Stream Map) 
One-page PDF graphic of 
‘value stream’ based on 
current factory layout 
A10 NOTPROFIT 6 Email with list of 
actions 
Email from Consultant to 
Managing Director listing 
next steps to take (but not 
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Reference 
number 
Engagement  Format & title Contents 





part 1, 2 and 3  
 
Slides used during 
Workshops 1 & 2  
A12 NOTPROFIT 7 Innovation Strategy 
action plan  
Action plan  
A13 NOTPROFIT 8 Interim report After Workshop 1 
A14 NOTPROFIT 8 Final report and 
action plan 
Includes an Action plan 




A16 Electro Feasibility Study 
Report 
Engagement findings and 
recommendation 
A17 Electro Electro engagement 
brief 
Briefing document with 
business case for Electro 
SAP PPM feasibility study  
A18 Electro Electro Annual Report 
2010 
Background document 

















































Slides used during 
Workshop 8 
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1 W1i NOTPROFIT 1  Workshop 1 
 W1ii NOTPROFIT 1  Workshop 2 
2 W2i NOTPROFIT 2   Workshop 1 
 W2ii NOTPROFIT 2   Workshop 2 
3 W3i NOTPROFIT 3  Workshop 1 
 W3ii NOTPROFIT 3   Workshop 2 
4 W4i NOTPROFIT 4  Workshop 1 
 W4ii NOTPROFIT 4  Workshop 2 
5 W5i NOTPROFIT 5  Workshop 1 
 W5ii NOTPROFIT 5  Workshop 2 
6 W6i NOTPROFIT 6  Workshop 1 
 W6ii NOTPROFIT 6  Workshop 2 
7 W7i NOTPROFIT 7  Workshop 1 
 W7ii NOTPROFIT 7  Workshop 2 
8 W8i NOTPROFIT 8  Workshop 1 
 W8ii NOTPROFIT 8  Workshop 2 
9 W9i Electro Workshop 1 
 W9ii Electro Workshop 2 
 W9iii Electro Workshop 3 
 W9iv Electro Workshop 4 
 W9v Electro Workshop 5 
 W9vi Electro Workshop 6 
 W9vii Electro Workshop 7 
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D1 NOTPROFIT 1 Managing Director  (MD)  
D2 NOTPROFIT 2 Production Manager 
D3 NOTPROFIT 2 Finance Manager 
D4 NOTPROFIT 3 Office Manager 
D5 NOTPROFIT 3 Estimator 
D6 NOTPROFIT 4 Production Manager 
D7 NOTPROFIT 4 Factory Manager 
D8 NOTPROFIT 5 Operations Manager 
D9 NOTPROFIT 5 Managing Director 
D10 NOTPROFIT 5 Business Manager  
D11 NOTPROFIT 6 Director 
D12 NOTPROFIT 6 Managing Director 
D13 NOTPROFIT 6 Factory Manager 
D14 NOTPROFIT 7 General Manager 
D15 NOTPROFIT 7 Country Manager 
D16 NOTPROFIT 7 R&D Manager 
D16 NOTPROFIT 7 Sales Manager 
D17 NOTPROFIT 8  Business Manager 
D18 Electro IT Delivery Manager 
D19 Electro IT Quality and Compliance Manager 
D20 Electro Project Manager: Utilities 
D21 Electro Manager: IT Management Office 
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WORKSHOP ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION –  
NOTPROFIT AND ELECTRO ENGAGEMENTS 
Engagement Description  Effect on knowledge shaping 
processes 
Workshop activity 1: Context setting   
NOTPROFIT All NOTPROFIT workshops 
started with an introduction from 
consultants giving a brief 
overview of the consultancy to 
new clients (W1i, W2i, W3i, W6i, 
W8i), utilising a standard 
PowerPoint
TM
 presentation (A9), 
which represented a repository-
type (Carlile, 2002) boundary 
object.  Consultants described 
their role in NOTPROFIT as well 
as their general experience in the 
manufacturing industry (W1i, 
W2i, W3i, W4i, W5i, W6i, W7i, 
W8i), as illustrated by this 
introduction from the 
NOTPROFIT 2 consultant:   
In terms of my role with 
NOTPROFIT ….  I work with 
the X division.  My experience – 
I’ve been at NOTPROFIT for 2 
years, primarily helping with 
implementing LEAN 
manufacturing.  Prior to that I 
worked as an industrial 
engineer for 4 years.  So I do 
have experience with many of 
the things we’ll be talking about 
today, and I’ll certainly impart 
that to you (Consultant, 
NOTPROFIT 2, W2i).  
 
Consultants used context 
setting as opportunity to 
establish their authority and 
credibility, thereby embedding 
the consultant-as-expert model. 
 
By referring to their previous 
manufacturing work 
experience, consultants 
established themselves as 
holding knowing of clients’ 
organisational roles.  This 
hinted at consultants being 
able to act as bridges between 
clients’ organisational context 
and the wider industry context.  
It also reduced the cognitive 
distance (Bogenrieder & 
Nooteboom, 2004) and 
established common 
knowledge (Carlile, 2002) 
between consultants and 
clients.  This established the 
possibility of clients and 
consultants co-creating 
knowledge and potentially even 
learning from each other. 
  
Electro In Workshops 1 to 5 the Project 
Manager provided a brief 
overview of the reason for the 
workshop at the start (W9i to 
W9v). He stated that the 
purpose was to get clarity on 
the ‘to be’ business process in 
order to identify opportunities 
where SAP PPM could be 
The reference for the 
Feasibility Report indicated that 
a tangible knowledge object 
would be an outcome of the 
workshop.  
 
The Project Manager 
highlighted the difference 
(Carlile, 2004) in knowledge 
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Engagement Description  Effect on knowledge shaping 
processes 
utilised in the organisation. He 
also informed participants that 
the workshops would contribute 
to the development of the 
Feasilbility Report.    
 
The Project Manager then 
introduced the Solutions 
Architect, spending time to 
explain his background and 
experience in SAP. 
between the Solutions 
Architect and the workshop 
participants, which established 
the Solutions Architect as a 
holder of expert knowledge that 
could be of use to Electro.  
 
Workshop activity 2: Expectation checking 
NOTPROFIT Consultants asked clients to 
articulate their expectations of 
the workshop and engagement 
and documented these in a 
visible format (W1i to W8i). In 
several cases, the articulated 
expectations were re-visited 
toward the end of Workshop 2 as 
a means of checking whether 
client expectations had been 
met.    
This established a shared 
understanding between 
consultants and clients of the 
outcome of the workshop, 
enabling consultants to direct 
workshop activities with the 
clients’ sanction.  It also 
reinforced the solution-focus of 
the workshops, as client 
expectations related to 
addressing specific issues, and 
not to decontextualised 
knowledge or learning in 
general.   
Electro In Workshops 1 to 5 (W9i to 
W9v) the Project Manager 
conducted a very brief 
expectation checking by asking 
participants for their expectations 
of the workshop.  Participant 
responses reinforced the 
uncertainty expressed by clients 
in the pre-engagement stage, 
with most participants indicating 
that they were there to contribute 
information if required and 
potentially gain insight into the 
opportunities offered by SAP 
PPM. 
 
While the Business Analyst was 
observed to document the stated 
expectations, these were never 
revisited (for instance at the end 
of workshops to assess whether 
expectations had been met). 
 
  
The activity of expectation 
checking provided the 
appearance of agreement on 
the problem to be solved.  
However, the expectations 
were never revisited and, as 
data from workshop 
observations clearly shows, the 
consulting team did not deviate 
from their pre-planned 
structure.  This enabled the 
consultants to retain their 
expert roles. 
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In Workshops 1 to 5 (W9i to 
W9v) the Project Manager also 
offered an expectation by 
explaining that the consulting 
team was interested in the 
participants’ ‘pain points’ related 
to the business process under 
discussion, as well as wanting to 
gather their business  
requirements for the design of 
the ‘to be’ process. 
 
No expectation checking was 
undertaken in Workshops 6 to 8 
(W9vi to W9viii).    
 
Workshop activity 3: Understand the client organisation’s  current (as is) state 
NOTPROFIT  Consultants built a picture of the 
client organisation’s current state 
(as is) by obtaining information 
from clients during workshops.  
 
In the Assessment cluster 
engagements (NOTPROFIT 2, 3 
and 5) this activity was 
formalised through the 53-item 
questionnaire.  
 
In the Production process 
improvement cluster 
(NOTPROFIT 4 and 6), the 
current state was not explicitly 
addressed in Workshop 1. 
 
In the Strategy cluster, the 
current state was determined 
through consultants’ questioning 
clients about their organisational 
practices (W1i, W7i, W8i).   
 
This activity further established 
commonality in the 
understanding of the issue – or 
in other words, in the problem 
to be solved.   
It was notable that consultants 
did not interrogate clients’ 
description of their current 
situation and issues, but 
instead regarded these as 
accurate representations of the 
client context.   
 
Clients played the role of 
information providers. 
Electro Most of the time in Workshops 1 
to 5 (W9i to W9v) was spent on 
determining the ‘as is’ state 
related to a specific business 
process. This took the form of 
consultants asking clients for 
detail regarding a specific 
process and then documenting 
the information for further 
analysis. 
  
In Workshops 1 to 5 clients 
played the role of information 
providers. No co-creation of 
knowledge occurred as 
consultants documented client 
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Consultants accepted the 
information by participants 
without question, and asked 
questions for clarification only.     
The transformation of the 
information given took place 
outside the workshops, when 
the consulting team used the 
input to develop the ideal state 
(‘to be’) business processes for 
feedback in Workshops 6 to 8.  
Workshop activity 4: Evoke an ideal (to be) state 
 
NOTPROFIT This activity typically involved a 
presentation by consultants to 
describe the ideal (to be) state 
and explain its relevance to the 
client organisation.  Several 
consultants referred to this as the 
‘education aspect’ (Consultant 
NOTPROFIT 1; Consultant 
NOTPROFIT 4) of the 
engagement.  
 
This was also the point at which 
consultants introduced new 
terminology to clients, as detailed 
elsewhere in this chapter.  The 
ways in which this ideal state 
picture was evoked differed 
between engagement clusters.   
This activity legitimised the 
client organisation’s 
requirement for the ideal state 
and the consultants’ solution as 
the way of realising this.  It 
further positioned consultants 





This activity also had the effect 
of creating client enthusiasm 
for the potential of change, 
particularly in NOTPROFIT’s 
strategy engagement cluster 
(NOTPROFIT 1, 7 and 8).  
Electro The ‘to be’ business processes 
were the focus of Workshops 6 
to 8 (W9vi to W9viii). However, in 
keeping with findings overall, 
consultants did not co-create this 
state with clients. Instead, the 
consulting team offered clients a 
proposed solution (in the form of 
the proposed ‘to be’ process).    
No knowledge co-creation took 
place, as consultants 
developed a solution (the to be 
business processes) outside of 
the interaction setting and then 
offered these to client 
participants as a pre-
configured solution.   
Workshop activity 5: Establish the difference between the  current and ideal 
state (conduct a gap analysis) 
NOTPROFIT Through a gap analysis – that is, 
a comparison between the as is 
and to be states – consultants 
assessed the difference between 
clients’ current state and the 
ideal state.  Closing this gap then 
formed the basis of the action 
planning process.   
 
Only in the case of the 
Assessment cluster was the ideal 
state quantified, as the difference 
between the current score and 
This activity further embedded 
the picture of the ideal state as 
represented by the consulting 






It gave consultants an 
opportunity to embed their 
expertise as analysts as they 
assisted clients with 
 314 Appendices 
Engagement Description  Effect on knowledge shaping 
processes 
scores of 4 and 5.   
 
 
understanding and verbalising 
the gap.  
 
Electro A gap analysis was undertaken 
in Workshops 6 to 8 (W9vi to 
W9viii) after the consultants had 
provided the ideal state (to be) 
business processes based on 
work they had undertaken 
outside the interaction setting.  
The workshops focused to a 
large extent on how the SAP 
PPM module could assist Electro 
with closing the gap between the 
current and ideal states, rather 
than encouraging open 
conversation with participants on 
alternative ways to address the 
gap. The Solutions Architect 
drew on his expert knowledge to 
demonstrate the benefits of SAP 
PPM to Electro.     
 
The gap analysis activity did 
not encourage knowledge co-
creation, but instead further 
embedded the consultants – 
particularly the Solutions 
Architect – as experts who 
could provide a pre-configured 
solution to Electro.  
Workshop activity 6: Action planning 
NOTPROFIT  Developing a list of actions for 
clients to bridge the gap between 
as is and to be states.   
In this activity, discrete actions 
were developed with the 
consultant as facilitator. Clients 
participated in this process to 
varying degrees.  However, the 
process of implementation –
therefore client knowing – was 
not addressed explicitly during 
the action planning. 
It also offered an opportunity 
for the consultancy knowledge 
to become codified within the 
action plan.        
Electro  No action planning took place in 
the Electro workshops, 
reinforcing the fact that the 
consulting team would compile 
the answer – in the form of the 





Workshop activity 7: Conclusion 
NOTPROFIT This activity closed off the 
interaction session with 
consultants explaining that a 
This activity further established 
the consultant as an expert 
who would transform the 
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Engagement Description  Effect on knowledge shaping 
processes 
deliverable would be forthcoming 
(W1ii, W2ii, W3ii, W5ii, W7ii, 
W8ii).   
 
 
It also meant that, following this 
activity and the handover of the 
deliverable, there would be no 
expectation from clients related 
to ongoing interaction with 
consultants.   
 
The exceptions to this were the 
two commercial engagements, 
NOTPROFIT 4 AND 7.   
workshop discussion and 
present this as a documented 
solution to clients, in the form 
of a report.    
 
The activity also showed how, 
in most of the engagements, 
the dependence (Carlile, 2004) 
between consultants and 
clients ended with the 
handover of the deliverables, 
which partly explains the 
absence of interaction after the 
formal end of the workshops.  
Electro Workshops 1 to 5 (W9i to W9v) 
concluded with the Project 
Manager indicating that the 
consulting team would use the 
participant inputs to develop the 
ideal (to be) business processes 
and present these for feedback 
in Workshops 6 to 8 (W9vi to 
W9viii). 
Workshops 6 to 8 concluded with 
the Project Manager or their 
attendance and indicating that no 
further action was required from 
participants.  
Clients were cast as knowledge 
recipients and the consultant-
as-expert further embedded 
with the Project Manager 
indicating that no further 
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Appendix F  
GLOSSARY OF CONSULTING TERMINOLOGY 
Term Explanation 
Big Four / Big Five The large global consulting companies originating from 
accounting firms. Usually includes Accenture, Coopers 
& Leybrandt, Deloittes, KPMG and PWC   
‘The business’ or 
‘the client’ 
The client organisation   
Business-As-Usual 
(BAU) 
Reference to the client organisation’s return to day-to-
day operational activities after the end of a consulting 
engagement  
Business drivers The stated reasons clients embark on a consulting 
engagement, usually related to seeking operational 
improvements 
Capability development/  
Capacity building  
The way Deloittes describes knowledge transfer to client 
organisations 
DIFOT / DIFOTIS Delivery In Full and On Time is a measurement of 
delivery performance in a supply chain.  
Deliverable The tangible output developed and delivered by 
consultants over the course of an engagement. In this 
study, deliverables included action plans, reports, new 
IT systems (with changes to business processes), Value 
Stream Maps and factory layout designs. 
Developing 
organisational talent 
The way PWC describes knowledge transfer to client 
organisations 
ERP Enterprise Resource Planning IT/IS system, such as 
SAP, Oracle or JD Edwards  
Expectations The benefits the client organisation anticipates obtaining 
from the engagement. These could be both tangible and 
intangible. 
Go live The point at which an IT/IS solution becomes 
operational in a client organisation. Usually a specific 
date.  
LEAN A production practice that considers the expenditure of 
resources for any goal other than the creation of value 
for the end customer to be wasteful, and thus a target 
for elimination. 
Learn by doing The way Accenture describes knowledge transfer to 
client organisations 
Lessons learnt Description of consultant or consultancy experience 
(learnings) from previous engagements 
Methodology Structured approaches employed by a consultancy to 
deliver engagements. Developed and refined over time 
based on multiple engagement deliveries and often 
used as a key selling point to client organisations. 
Outcomes The anticipated benefits from the engagement, often 
aligned with the stated client expectations 
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Term Explanation 
Super user 
Subject Matter Expert 
(SME) 
Individual clients acting as knowledge hubs for their 
functional areas related to a specific solution or 
consulting engagement 
Terms of Reference  The agreement between the client organisation and 
consultancy related to aspects such as engagement 
outcomes, deliverables, scope, timelines and cost 
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Appendix G 
STUDY 1 AND 2 INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
CONSULTANT PRE-ENGAGEMENT INTERVIEW 
1. Tell me about what you regard as the main business issue/s; the reason for 
the organisation embarking on this project?  
2. What do you expect the outcomes of the project to be? (specific obstacles; 
supporting factors) 
3. Why do you think the organisation decided to engage your consultancy for this 
project?  
4. What do you as individual consultant bring to the project? (especially 
knowledge) 
5. Tell me about the approach you plan to take in the engagement phase? 
(process) 
6. Can you describe the new knowledge expected to be delivered through this 
project?   
7. What do you see as the roles of the client personnel on the project team? 
(What do each of the parties (clients and consultants) bring to the 
engagement?)   
8. Do you expect to learn anything from this project? 
9. What do you regard as the main issues to consider in getting the client to 
understand and accept the new knowledge that your consultants will be 
delivering?   
10. How do you think the client will embed the new knowledge within the 
organisation? 
11. Do you have an expectation about how the consultants and client staff will 
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CLIENT PRE-ENGAGEMENT INTERVIEW 
1. Tell me about the business issue/s that led you to identify a need for this 
project?  
2. What do you expect the outcomes of the project to be?   
3. Is there a specific reason you chose external consultants to implement the  
project? (as opposed to doing it in-house)      
4. Why did you choose the consultancy specifically?  
5. Do you have an expectation about how the consultants and client staff will 
work together (interact) to achieve the outcomes?  
6. Can you describe the new knowledge expected to be delivered through this 
project?   
7. Are there specific obstacles you think will need to be overcome to deliver this 
knowledge to the organisation? Are there supporting factors that will assist in 
this process? 
8. Tell me about how you are deciding which client staff should be members of 
the project team?   
9. In addition to achieving the stated project outcomes, how do you foresee the 
new knowledge will be applied within the business units?   
 
CONSULTANT POST-ENGAGEMENT INTERVIEW 
1. Can you give me an example of how the project approach (e.g. methodology) 
influenced how you carried out your role on the project?   
2. What do you think you contributed to the project? (as individual; in terms of 
knowledge) 
3. Can you give an example of how the client / client staff approached their 
roles? (specifically related to knowledge sharing)    
4. What were the hindrances and supporting factors to sharing knowledge? 
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CLIENT POST-ENGAGEMENT INTERVIEW 
1. How did you experience the consulting engagement? (workshops, consultant 
interaction, knowledge sharing; did process give you the best opportunity to 
learn from and share knowledge with the consultants?) 
2. Do you think your organisation achieved the expected outcomes from the 
project? (refer back to initial expectations) 
3. What new ideas (new knowledge) did the organisation obtain from this? (also 
compare with expectations)  
4. How do you think the knowledge will be applied within the organisation? 
5. Tell me how you have gone about sharing the knowledge you gained on the 
project with your colleagues in your department? (Did the process followed put 
you in best position to share knowledge with colleagues? Aspects from 
outcome, e.g. visuals that you used in this process?)  
6. Do you think you achieved value for money? (If you had to pay for this service, 
how much would you have paid?) 
7. Follow-up questions related to diaries. 
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Appendix H 
STUDY 3 INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
I am a PhD student at QUT and my research investigates how management 
consultants and clients work together.  I am specifically interested in the ways in 
which clients, such as yourself, continue with implementing the ideas and 
recommendations from the consulting engagement within their functional areas 
after the end of the consulting engagement. I was referred to you as someone who 
would have insight into this based on your involvement in the XYZ project. So the 
purpose of today’s interview is to find out more about your involvement in the XYZ 
project and explore how you took the ideas and learnings from that project and 
implemented those within your business area. 
    
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
1. Please tell me more about your position in XYZ organisation. 
(e.g. responsibility; functional area) 
2. Can you tell me about the XYZ project, for instance what it aimed to achieve 
and deliver? (prompt for project context, expected outcomes and deliverables).   
3. What was your role in the actual project? (interaction with consultants; 
workshop attendance).  
4. Can you describe how you worked with the consultants during the project? 
Can you give me some examples? (prompt to identify interaction processes 
and boundary crossing behaviours). 
5. Were there any challenges in working with the consultants? (prompt for 
knowledge boundaries)  
6. Was this the first time you worked with consultants on a project? / What is your 
experience working with consultants? 
7. Did your organisation receive any documentation at the end of the project? 
(prompt for knowledge objects e.g. reports, action plan, manuals, etc.).  If so, 
would it be possible to have a copy of the documentation? Did you find the 
documentation useful? Did you keep the documentation, change it, and/or 
communicate it to your work area? Were there gaps in the documentation? 
8. In your view, did the XYZ project provide new ideas or new ways of working to 
your organisation? (prompt for outcomes) Can you give me some examples? 
How did your colleagues react to the new ideas?  
9. What was expected of you in terms of implementing the ideas and new advice 
from the project in your work area after the consultants had left the 
organisation? 
10. Were there any ideas you disagreed with or found challenging during the 
engagement? Can you give me an example?   
11. How did you manage these situations? – during the engagement? And after 
the engagement? 
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12. How did you approach this role, particularly in terms of working with your 
colleagues? (also explore supporting and challenging factors) 
13. Did you produce any new documentation as part of implementing the project 
ideas in your work area? 
14. What skills do you think were needed to implement the new ideas in your work 
area? 
15. Do you think the project itself had prepared you sufficiently to implement the 
new ideas in your work area?  In what ways? 
16. What types of change has the project brought about in your work area? 
(explore the answers – tangible & intangible, e.g. new lexicon, procedures, 
building client confidence) 




















 Appendices 323 
Appendix I 
PROMPTS FOR CLIENT WEEKLY DIARIES STUDY 1 & 2 
Week 1 
1. Reflecting on your involvement with the XYZ project over the last week, 
please describe any points that stand out (for instance key events, 
achievements, new developments or insights, problems, concerns).  
 
2. Reflecting on your interaction with the consultant in this project, please 
comment on any points that stand out.  
 
3. How do you feel about the knowledge sharing that has taken place / is 




1. Reflecting on your involvement in sharing knowledge from the XYZ project 
with your colleagues over the last week, please describe any points that 
stand out (for instance key events, progress or achievements, new 
developments or insights, problems, concerns).  
 
2. How do you feel about the knowledge sharing taking place between you 




1. Reflecting on your involvement in sharing knowledge from the XYZ project 
with your colleagues over the last week, please describe any points that 
stand out (for instance key events, progress or achievements, new 
developments or insights, problems, concerns). 
  
2. What are your thoughts on getting the new ideas from the XYZ project to 




1. Reflecting on your involvement in sharing new ideas or insights from the 
XYZ project with your colleagues over the last week, please describe any 
new developments that stand out (for instance key events, progress or 
achievements, new insights, problems, concerns).  
 
2. On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being least useful) how would you rate the success 
of this engagement in terms of providing useful new ideas to your 
organisation? Why? 
Thank you 
 
